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1Foreword
Native American studies are a multifaceted universe that can hardly be 
approached from a Eurocentric point of view. Yet, Adrian C. Louis has always 
been a peculiar figure in the Native American literary panorama, representing  an 
exception for several reasons. His highly controversial body of poetry and the 
sharp and destabilizing style that shapes his novel and his short stories, instantly 
lured me inside his world, a literary universe populated by tricksters, deliria, and 
broken souls. An extreme realism and the taste for gallows humor harmonize in 
his production, which proves to be an exhausting but intriguing journey through 
the darker side of the “rez”. 
Louis’ work has always divided the critics and despite a fairly good reception 
by the reading public, his books have hardly got the chance to cross the North 
American borders. 
The aim of the present study is to give an overview of the conspicuous 
literary production of Adrian C. Louis. For this purpose, the introduction provides 
a general idea of the social and economical situation inside reservations, with a 
particular focus on ongoing Native American self-determination processes. I have 
tried to investigate the atmospheres evoked in Louis’ prose and poetry by tracing 
them back to real life statistics. In order to fully understand the origins of such a 
dreadful situation, I thought it was necessary to describe also the current 
relationship between the Indian Nations and the U.S. Government, and the most 
important events that led to  it.
The first chapter traces a brief biography comprehensive of  a complete list of 
Louis’ collections and books, and the most remarkable awards achieved during his 
2career. This section also includes a short review of his collection of short stories, 
Wild Indians & Other Creatures.
The second chapter examines Louis’ poetics providing  a thematic reading of 
his poetry. The first part of this section sets out to investigate the outcomes of the 
loss of the land that appears to be the keystone on which his universe of adrift 
pain is built. The second part scrutinizes the influences of alcohol and alcohol-
related situations that, in these poems, seem to cover the whole possible spectrum. 
The third part shows the vast array of women populating Louis’ world, and all the 
different shades that love can acquire in it. The last part is dedicated to the 
complex relationship the author establishes with his own writing and the sense of 
guilt he experiences in taking advantage of his superior “white bread world” 
education.
The third and last chapter proposes an analysis of his only novel, Skins. After 
some publication trivia and a brief compendium of critical receptions, a synopsis 
of the story follows which describes in detail its focal passages. This chapter 
provides then a structural analysis of the novel, including a close examination of 
the narrative voice. Later, the spatial dimension is investigated at both the 
physical and metaphysical level,  juxtaposing spaces inside and outside the 
reservation. Then, the chapter includes an examination of the time dimension and 
its fragmented structure. The last part is divided into two sections, each examining 
the features and themes connected with and evoked by the two protagonists.
3I. Some historical hints
The worlds of Natives and Academics have always clashed, especially 
because works on American Indian history and culture give only one perspective, 
disregarding the Indian version of events. The beginning of Native American 
history can be traced back to the period when the first Western European settlers 
began to write about the indigenous people that inhabited the Americas, projecting 
their most obscure fears, vivid fantasies and undisclosed desires onto their 
subjects, who would have struggled, to say the least, to recognize themselves in 
such portrayals. The process of self-determination for the Indian Tribes has been 
slow and strenuous due to the fact that for over one hundred and fifty years, 
Indian communities have been surrounded by a massive federal bureaucracy. The 
long term impact on Natives has been nothing other than economic and social 
dependency, tribal disintegration, linguistic and cultural loss, and political 
alienation.   
The rise of the “New Indian History”1, during the late 20th century, shifted 
the main focus of attention on natives, hoping to reshape the old American master 
narrative that positioned the indigenous people on the wrong side of Modernity. 
Subsequently, the last half of a century has provided groundbreaking studies that 
have revised American history almost beyond recognition, notably in its earliest 
pages where it has experienced what Professor Pekka Hamalainen calls an 
“indigenous turn”2. Later scholars have defined it nothing short of a “renaissance” 
in Indian life and affairs.
1Berkhofer, Robert F., “The Political Context of a New Indian History”, Pacific Historical 
Review, 40, 3, Aug. 1971, pp.  357–382.
2 Hamalainen, Pekka, The Comanche Empire, New Heaven & London, Yale University Press, 
2009, p. 6.
4The disparagement of Native Americans as myopic, anti-political glitches in 
the Anglo-American westward expansion is no longer plausible, nor is the 
minimization of the myriad of indigenous communities to a blurred multitude of 
frontier belligerence. Instead of a one-sided, linear scoring sequence, the creation 
of North America is nowadays seen as a multilateral process implying new 
realities for everyone involved. American history hence has veered from being a 
simple record of White-Indian relations, to an extremely complex process of 
nation establishment.
According to these new tendencies, the great desideratum in writing about 
this “New Indian history” is to put more and more of the Indians into it. Suddenly 
people have realized that Native Americans did not disappear entirely through 
extermination or assimilation, and that their representatives are now employing 
new techniques to assert old demands.3
Native American History has been slowly and painfully put back together and has 
expanded beyond its conventional boundaries. The resurgence of Indian 
communities began from School, at all levels, Native Americans have taken over 
the education of their children. With the immense reductions of federal financial 
support to Native American communities during the Regan Administration, Indian 
tribes were forced to seek out other sources of income; while many communities 
suffered dearly, other embarked on economic enterprises such as fish farming, 
tourism, mail order sales of cigarettes, solid waste disposal and above all, 
gaming.4 Some of these initiatives were controversial within the Indian world, but 
“gaming alone has brought six billion of new revenue into over 100 tribal 
communities”5. They have achieved some of their goals in regard to local and 
tribal control, and management of their internal affairs. It is quite remarkable, I 
believe, to consider that these advances have been made at a time when Indian 
nations have been plagued by significant economic and social problems:
3 Berkhofer, Robert F., “The Political Context of a New Indian History”, Pacific Historical 
Review, 40, 3, Aug. 1971, pp.  357–382.
4 Wells, Robert N. Jr., Native American Resurgence And Renewal: a Reader and Bibliography, 
Metuchen & London, The Scarecrow Press, 1994.
5Ibidem, p.11.
5High levels of infant mortality, suicide, substance abuse, unemployment, extreme 
poverty and poor health are common features of Indian Life. By every social indicator, 
Native Americans are the most disadvantaged American minority group.6
According to Dr. Leona Baumgartner, assistant Secretary of State, in 1962 the 
average American Indian family had an annual income of $1500, or half the 
$3000, which is the figure considered to be the national poverty line.7Again, as 
stated in the 1963 Indian Economic Report by the Commissioner of Indian 
Affairs, Philleo Nash:
American Indians on and near the reservations, receive an income between one-quarter 
and one-third of the national average; have about four and half times the 
unemployment; have an educational level about one half that of the country as a whole, 
and have a life expectancy about two thirds that of the rest of the country.”
For almost two centuries, Natives have had no control about the direction of 
their affairs. Until very recently, every facet of their life was controlled and 
managed by the Federal Government through the Office of Indian Trade (from 
1806 to 1822) and later by the controversial Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), 
founded in 1824.8While the BIA is supposed to be an advisory asset for the Indian 
community, it seems to have not really evolved from the preceding role of a 
supervisory management of the reservation’s resources. In recent years, it has 
been sued four times in class action lawsuits, and supported several questionable 
tribal presidents, notably Dick Wilson, who was later charged and proved guilty 
of misappropriation of funds, used for a private paramilitary force 9 and 
intimidation of voters in the 1974 election. In 1970, U.S. President Nixon 
6Ibidem, p. 1.
7Champagne, Duane, “Indian Economic Report”, Chronology of Native North American History: 
from Pre-Columbian Times to Present, Detroit, ITP, 1994, p. 341.
8Ward Churchill, Jim Vander Wall, Agents of Repression: The FBI's Secret Wars Against the 
Black Panther Party and the American Indian Movement, NYC, South End Press, 2002. (My 
emphasis).
9 The Guardians of Oglala Nation, also known as the “GOON Squad”.
6announced a “new era of Indian self-determination” 10 but the withdrawal of 
government control on Indian policy was dilatory as a result of a lack of financial 
resources to fully support a significant change. The relationship with the federal 
government, and later state government, was one of extreme dependency. 
A focal point of the Native American self-determination debate, has always 
been the controversy that permeates the concept of tribal sovereignty, that was an 
aftermath of the combination of the Indian Removal Act and the1831 Cherokee 
Nation v. Georgia, 30 U.S. 1 case.
The first one was signed into law by President Andrew Jackson on May 28 
1830, and authorized him to grant lands west of the Mississippi in exchange for 
Indian lands located within state borders. A few tribes agreed peacefully, but 
many resisted the relocation policy and were moved forcibly by the Government. 
The second one consists of a United States Supreme Court case. The Cherokee 
Nation sought a federal injunction against the laws passed by the state of Georgia 
that deprived them of rights within its boundaries. Regardless of their claims, the 
Supreme Court, which did not hear the case on its merits, ruled that the Cherokee 
Nation had no original jurisdiction in the matter, since the Cherokee was a 
dependent nation of the United States in the first place. All Indian rights had been 
nullified by a single sentence. One year later, however, in the 1832 Worcester v. 
Georgia, 31 U.S. 515 case, the Supreme Court ruled that the Cherokee Nation was 
sovereign, meaning that Georgia had no right to enforce state laws in its territory. 
In addition, it made the Indian Removal Act invalid, illegal, unconstitutional and 
against the treaties previously signed by the Government of the United States. 
Notwithstanding the Supreme Court resolution, president Jackson refused to 
uphold the ruling of this case and directed the expulsion of the Cherokee people. 
This led to one of the most tragic pages of Native American History, sadly known 
with the name of “The Trail of Tears”, in which, during the winter of 1838-1839, 
more than 4000 of the 15000 Cherokees who left, died during a forced march 
imposed on them.
Other inroads into tribal sovereignty were made by the 1885 Major Crimes 
Act. In 1881, when the famous Sioux chief Spotted Tail was murdered in the 
10 Wells, Robert N. Jr., Native American Resurgence And Renewal: a Reader and Bibliography, 
Metuchen & London, The Scarecrow Press, 1994, p. 1.
7Rosebud Reservation by a fellow Sioux, the Brule-Lakota sub-chief Crow Dog, 
tribal leaders ordered the murderer to compensate the victim’s family. Not 
satisfied by that, the federal authorities brought murder charges against Crow Dog 
in Dakota Territory; he was consequently convicted and sentenced to death. 
Nevertheless, the Supreme Court, unexpectedly overturned the sentence 
explaining the nature of the Ex Parte Crow Dog:
The nature and the circumstances of this case strongly reinforce this rule of 
interpretation in its present application. It is a case involving the judgment of a court of 
special and limited jurisdiction, not to be assumed without the clear warrant of law. It is 
a case where, against an express exception of the law itself, that law, by argument and 
inference only, is sought to be extended over aliens and strangers; over the members of 
a community separated by race, by tradition, by the instincts of a free thought savage 
life, from the authority and power which seeks to impose upon them the restraints of an 
external and unknown code, and to subject them to the responsibilities of civil conduct, 
according to rules and penalties of which they could not have previous warning; […] It 
takes no account of the conditions which should except them from its exactions, and 
makes no allowance for their inability to understand it. It Tries them by superiors of a 
different race, according to the law of a social state of which they have an imperfect 
conception, and which is opposed to the strongest prejudice of their savage nature; one 
must measures the red man’s revenge by the maxims of the white man’s morality.11
This case had a tremendous impact on tribal sovereignty, since the verdict 
recognized two distinct concepts in addition to those related to criminal law. 
Firstly, that the Natives were not U.S. citizens and did not have “a voice in the 
selection of representatives and the framing of the laws”12 and most importantly, 
that they had right to exercise their own Law in the Indian Nation. The case held 
that the Tribes retain jurisdiction within their borders, but obviously this 
compromise was not in line with the Government’s Indian policies. Thereupon the 
U.S. Congress, March 3 1885, promulgated a law, known with the name of Indian 
Major Crimes Act, that placed seven serious crimes13, shortly thereafter amended 
to cover 14 crimes14, under federal jurisdiction even if they were committed by a 
11 Ex Parte Crow Dog, 109 U.S. 556 (1883), case report on: 
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/109/556/case.html(16/05/16)
12Ivi.
13Including murder, manslaughter, rape, assault with the intention to kill, arson, burglary and 
larceny. 
14 Including kidnapping, mailing, incest, assault against an individual that has not yet attained the 
age of 16 years, assault with a dangerous weapon, child abuse and  neglect.
8Native American in Native territories. Jurisdiction in Indian country is very 
complex, even nowadays, as shown by the following table:
Offender Victim Crime
Criminal 
Jurisdiction
Law Authority
Indian Indian
Non-
Major
Tribal Tribal -
Indian Any Major
Federal/Tribal 
concurrent
Federal/Tribal 
concurrent
Major Crimes 
Act
Indian
Non-
Indian
Non-
Major
Federal/Tribal 
concurrent
State
General 
Crimes Act
Non-
Indian
Non-
Indian
Any State State -
Non-
Indian
Indian Any Federal Federal
General 
Crimes Act
Broadening the federal jurisdiction entailed undermining the authority of 
Natives both on a political and social level and proved to be a watershed in 
dispossessing the Indigenous Nations of their land and sovereignty. Seizing the 
right to impose their legal system in the Native territory, dreadfully contributed to 
the disintegration of the Indian social identity and served as a pacesetter for the 
mid-20th century’s Indian termination policy, a series of laws with the intent of 
assimilating Natives into mainstream American society. I am not going to expand 
further upon this subject since it is not the intent of this project, but I assume that 
giving a clear picture of the relationship between Natives and the Government of 
the United States is crucial for a better understanding of the political and socio-
economic context. 
Native resources have always been central to the relationship of the U.S. 
Government with Native Americans. In over 400 treaties, Natives ceded to the 
United States and its political subdivisions over one billion acres. In return of 
these land and resource cessions, Indian tribes were supposed to receive treaty 
9protection, reserved land and annuities held by the U.S. Government. Historically, 
the leasing of these resources, in the form of coal and uranium mines, oilfields, 
gas veins, timber and grazing land, was the responsibility of the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs. Royalties from the leases were clearly to be given to the tribes, but the 
BIA unprofitable and exploitative leasing policies and protection of the Indian 
resource base constitute one of the great historical injustices of the federal 
government’s trust responsibility. 
In relation to the figures of Native American Health, the statistics are similar 
to those  of undeveloped countries. According to the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services’ Office of Minority Health15,  the infant mortality rate among 
Natives is 7,61% per thousand births, double the Non-Hispanic/White rate 
(3,37%) and exceeds the average U.S rate by three points. From a survey 
conducted in 2002 by the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, 
the Natives alcohol dependence rate also (9,01%) doubles the Non-
Hispanic/White average rate (4,38)16. Deaths from alcoholism place themselves at 
27%, over five times the average U.S. rate while, although suicides rate runs at 
15‰, only 4 percentage points higher than the U.S. as a whole, suicides among 
Native American males 18-44 years of age exceed the national average by almost 
100%. Illicit drug abuse among people aged 12 or older, sets at 18,3% for Natives 
and 8,8% for Non-Hispanic/White (10,43% as a national average), as reported by 
the National Survey on Drug Use and Health ran by the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services in 201317. Alcohol and drug abuse have become a 
major source of physical and mental problems for younger Native Americans. 
Despite the call to arms of tribal organizations to address alcohol-related health 
disparities, over the years almost no progress has been made about the issue. 
The most impressive progress have been in the field of education, also thanks 
to the Indian Education Act of 1972, which allowed the Natives to be involved in 
the schooling of their children and to integrate native language, culture and history 
15Refer to http://minorityhealth.hhs.gov/omh/browse.aspx?lvl=4&lvlid=38. (16/05/16)
16 Refer to 
http://pubs.niaaa.nih.gov/publications/DEPRStrategicPlan/BriefingBook2.htm#A._MINORITIES. 
(16/05/16)
17 Refer to 
http://www.samhsa.gov/data/sites/default/files/NSDUHresultsPDFWHTML2013/Web/NSDUHres
ults2013.pdf. (16/05/16)
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into some of the curricula. In the same year, the American Indian Higher 
Education Consortium (AIHEC) was established in order to represent the interests 
of the newly “almost overnight” 18 developed tribal colleges. The mission of 
statement of the AIHEC is to advocate on behalf of individual institutions of 
higher education that are defined and controlled by their respective tribal nations, 
with the aim of performance accountability, student’s capacity improvement and 
strengthening communities. Despite their efforts and numerous achievements over 
the years, the Native students’ dropout rate still exceeds considerably the national 
average. According to a census19 taken by the U.S. Department of Education in 
2010,the American Indian and Alaskan Natives student dropout rate is 17,5% 
against the 6,5% of white students.
Nowadays, almost 78% of the 5,1 million Native Americans live off 
reservation in cities, towns and rural areas20. This exodus from the reservation 
began after World War II and was accelerated by federal government policies of 
termination and relocation. This fact seemingly presents the single greatest 
challenge to Native Americans in the years ahead, because “Indianness” and 
cultural identity is intimately bound up with language, culture, lifestyle, family 
and community. Very few of these support systems exist in an off reservation 
setting to the degree they do on reservation. That is because Natives off 
reservation do not necessarily receive the legal, educational and medical services 
and entitlements that their tribal counterparts do. Despite the attempts of urban 
Indians to organize in support of their entitlements as enrolled Indians, thus 
legally recognized American Indians, both lack of federal funding and reluctance 
to extend federal services to off reservation Indians have greatly interfered with 
the extension of services and federal protection to a majority of Native Americans.
These statistics that profile Native American, as well as the 
underdevelopment of most reservations and the cycle of dependency, cannot 
possibly be reversed in one day. Nonetheless, in the last decades the Indian people 
18Ibidem, p. 2.
19 Refer to http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2013/2013309.pdf , on the National Indian Education 
Association, http://www.niea.org/research/statistics.aspx.  (16/05/16)
20 Refer to 
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/releases/archives/facts_for_features_special_editions/cb12-
ff22.html. (16/05/16)
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in charge have had a firmer grasp on the direction of their communities. A new 
generation of Indian leadership, on and off the reservations, has risen: better 
educated, assertive and full-fledged in dealing with the upper white ruling class. It 
is increasingly determined to “find Indian solutions to Indian problems”, to come 
forward with creative solutions to problems which have plagued Indian people for 
a century and a half21. 
21Wells, Robert N. Jr., Native American Resurgence And Renewal: a Reader and Bibliography, 
Metuchen & London, The Scarecrow Press, 1994.
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II. Adrian C. Louis: Life and Works
We stagger and stumble with contempt for the future
and with no words of pride for our past.
―  “Without Words”, Fire Water World.22
Louis is a poet, novelist, newspaper editor and lecturer. In his works he 
employs an incisive blend of satire, storytelling and bleak realism. He presents a 
picture of contemporary Native American life that is often as hilarious and 
sympathetic as it is unsettling and provocative.
Adrian C. Louis, as stated in the Encyclopedia of American Indian 
Literature23, was born in 1946 in Lovelock, Nevada, the eldest of 12 children. His 
mother was a registered nurse and his father, whom he never met, was an army 
veteran. His parents were never married, and Louis was raised by his mother and 
grandparents on the small Lovelock Reservation, located near Pershing County, 
Nevada. A mixed-blood Indian, he is an enrolled member of the Lovelock Paiute 
Tribe. Louis and his wife, who was diagnosed in 1995 with early onset of 
Alzheimer, live now off the reservation in Marshall, Minnesota. Although Louis 
began his education at the University of Nevada in 1964, he was soon expelled, 
for unknown reasons, and later received his undergraduate degree from Brown 
University in Providence, Rhode Island. It was there that he also earned his M.A. 
in creative writing. From 1984 to 1998, Louis taught at Oglala Lakota College on 
the Pine Ridge Reservation of South Dakota. From 1999  to his retirement, in 
2014, he was a lecturer in the English Department at Southwest State University 
in Marshall, Minnesota. Prior to that, he had edited some Native newspapers 
including Indian Country Today, Talking Leaf and The Lakota Times, the largest 
Native newspaper in the United States. He was nominated for "Journalist of the 
Year in Print Media" for his work as Editor of the Talking Leaf newspaper in Los 
22 Louis, Adrian C., Fire Water World, Albuquerque NM, West End Press, 1989.
23 Russe, Paul. "Louis, Adrian C." in Mclinton-Temple, Jennifer, and Velie, Alan
(eds.) Encyclopedia of American Indian Literature, New York City NY, Facts on File, 2007, pp. 
224-228.
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Angeles, for which he received an Honorable Mention at the Seventh Annual 
National Indian Media Conference in Minneapolis, March 1983. The next year, in 
Tulsa, he also received an Honorable Mention after being again nominated as 
"Journalist of the Year in Print Media" for his work as Managing Editor of 
the Lakota Times in Pine Ridge, South Dakota. He is also co-founder of the 
Native American Journalists Association.
Louis started writing poetry in junior high school, and his first collection of 
poetry, The Indian Cheap Wine Séance, was published in 1974, and two more, 
Muted War Drums and Sweets for the Dancing Bears, followed in 1977 and 1979 
respectively. Since then he has published several books of poems. One of his most 
notable collections is Fire Water World (1989), for which he was elected to the 
Nevada Writers Hall of Fame in 1999 and won the SFSU Poetry Center Book 
Award as well as the Lila Wallace-Reader’s Digest Writer’s Award. Other 
prominent collections include Among the Dog Eaters (1992), Blood Thirsty 
Savage (1994), Days of Obsidian, Days of Grace (1994),Vortex of Indian 
Fevers (1996), Ceremonies of the Damned (1997), Skull Dance (1998), Ancient 
Acid Flashes Back (2000), awarded with the Wordcraft Circle’s Book of the Year 
Prize, Bone & Juice (2001), awarded with the Pushcart Prize and the Fellowship 
from the Bush Foundation, Evil Corn (2004),Deer Dreams (2006), Logorrhea
(2006), Shedding Skins (2008), Archeology (2011), Savage Sunsets (2012) and 
Random Exorcism (2016). Louis is also the author of two prose works: a 
novel, Skins (1995), that in 2002 was adapted for a feature film directed by Chris 
Eyre, and a collection of short stories, Wild Indians and Other Creatures (1996).
In his poetry Louis does not employ any traditional forms or conventions and 
usually resorts to free verse, as most contemporary Native poets do. Louis's 
creative work continues a tradition of scathing Native humor that runs from 
Alexander Posey to Thomas King to Sherman Alexie. The latter author, in fact, 
considers Louis one of the major influences on his own writing.
Although much of his writing is autobiographical and the overall theme of his 
work is personal survival, Louis's books encompass themes characteristic of 
contemporary Native fiction in general: alcohol and drug abuse, poverty, racism, 
violence, urban Indians, exploitation of Indians, and search for one's identity. Like
14
other ethnic poets, Louis needs to confront his inheritance of the colonial past and 
present ‒ conquest, segregation, assimilation ‒ and the current conditions arising 
from that inheritance. As a result, a justifiable anger fills many of Louis's writings.
Louis's earlier collections of poetry (e.g. Among the Dog Eaters, 1992) reveal 
his harsh political and social criticism of the hopelessness and meaninglessness of 
reservation life; of particular concern here is the issue of alcoholism (Fire Water 
World). In other collections, such as Blood Thirsty Savages (1994) and Vortex of 
Indian Fevers, the author mourns the loss of tribal tradition and expresses
contempt for his people's and his own longing for the material rewards of the 
Euro-American way of life. In Ancient Acid Flashes Back, narrated in the third 
person, Louis addresses his experience in the drug "scene" in San Francisco in the 
late 1960s. Later, in Ceremonies of the Damned (1997) and Bone and Juice(2001), 
composed in a lyrical and sad tone, the poet laments the illness of his wife, who 
no longer recognizes him. Evil Corn (2004), written in prose, offers an account of 
Louis's hard life in the Midwest. Subsequent poetry collections include Deer 
Dreams (2006) and Logorrhea (2006) and Shedding Skins(2008), which head out 
on a wide range of Indian’s life-related themes.
Louis's fiction continues to address the same issues raised in his poetry. He
intends to subvert the pseudo-romantic notion of modern Native American life,
presenting a satirical view of the hardships of life on and around Pine Ridge 
Reservation. In order to achieve a comic effect in his novel and short stories, he 
employs several tools such as irony, grotesque, hyperbole, and scatological 
humor. A significant peculiarity of his writing are the extensive use and revision 
of traditional trickster figure tales, 
which have created a type of fiction in which Iktomi the Spider from Skins (1995) 
as well as Coyote, Bear, and Raven from Wild Indians and Other Creatures (1996), 
symbolize the enduring power of the Indian race and express Louis's cautious optimism 
for the future. 24
24 Howard, Meredith, “Review of Wild Indians & Other Creatures”, World Literature Today, 71, 
2, Spring 1997, p. 147.
15
Wild Indians and Other Creatures is a collection that gathers twenty-four 
short stories, most of which already published in literary magazines. As the title 
suggests, the volume intersperses stories about semi-realistic Indians with animal 
tales. Among the reappearing Indian characters are a hard-drinking whore and an 
in-the-closet gulf war veteran. 
The book depicts a world so brutal that even the mythical figure of the Coyote
trickster cannot add his typical destructive force to the eerie aspects of the 
Natives’ lives. The style of the short stories is meant to recall the traditional oral 
tales and their unequivocal language, crazy plot twists, raw and often sexual 
humor, and their prevalent moral instruction in the background. A great deal of 
them feature the modernized versions of some of the best known figures of the 
Native American stories such as Coyote, Old Bear, and Raven, who mingle 
among Indians on Pine Ridge Reservation. 
Coyote, the preeminent trickster, is completely lost in the dreadful reality and 
dynamics of life in the reservation so that he becomes just another victim among 
the people on the Northern Plains. His mythical nature of mischief maker is 
subverted, as he no longer takes any pleasure in deceiving and causing troubles. 
He and Raven, as well as almost every other character in the stories, are 
surrounded by dire poverty, alcoholism, and sex. The mythical world of Coyote 
and Raven does not affect the fragmented existence of the reservation. There is no
connection nor any correspondence between the spirituality, from which the 
mythical characters arise, and the system represented by the contemporary world. 
Louis portrays a reality that is no longer affected by the values of Native religions. 
Spirituality is no longer represented in the reservation, and life has lost most of its 
meaning for both mythical and human characters.25
Verdell Ten Bears, one of Louis’ personae who appears also as an imaginary 
interlocutor in most of his poems,  exemplifies Louis’ mindset:
25 See Howard, Meredith, “Review of Wild Indians & Other Creatures”, World Literature Today, 
71, 2, Spring 1997.
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How come us Indians are forever falling down the toilet to Hell? Why do I keep 
putting my middle-aged boy body in dangerous situations? I always ask 'why,' hoping 
that by poking my finger into the eye of pain, pain will be chicken shit & run & healing 
will come, but ennutt, hat never does happen. I go on stepping in the same pile of crap, 
winter after winter, woman after woman.26
One of the few glimmers of hope the reader is allowed to is entrusted to the 
words attributed to Crazy Horse, in the epigram of "Waylon Two Stars Takes His 
Son Rabbit Hunting":
We had buffalo for food, and their hides for clothing and out tipis.
We preferred hunting to a life of idleness on reservations where we were driven
against our will. We preferred our own way of living.
We were no expense to the government then.
All we wanted was peace and to be left alone.27
Only that kind relationship between a father and a son on the hunt seems to 
make life meaningful. Waylon and his son possess that special connection in 
which the quality of myth has not been lost in the historical sequence of events.
This volume is entirely consistent with Louis’ agenda, it transports the reader 
to Pine Ridge which, thanks to his vivid writing style, becomes a very real place; 
a place that has acquired a separate existence from the world, and has become a 
symbol of the failure of the reservation system. Silly jokes and gallows humor are 
an unvaried characteristic of his style: “Adrian Louis knows Pine Ridge well, and 
though he emphasizes the waste of life there, this is not a book devoid of 
humor”28. 
"Sunshine Boy" is probably the most moving and powerful story of the 
collection. It embodies both the sardonic and the heartfelt aspects of Louis’ world. 
The short story concerns a severely retarded boy named Sherman who was born 
with a combination of Down  syndrome and fetal alcohol syndrome. The boy's 
26Louis, Adrian C., “The Blood Thirst of Verdell Ten Bears”, Wild Indians And Other Creatures, 
cit., p. 139.
27Louis, Adrian C., “Waylon Two Stars Takes His Son Rabbit Hunting”, Wild Indians And Other 
Creatures, cit., p. 149.
28 Hadella, Paul, “Review of Wild Indians & Other Creatures”, Western American Literature, 31, 
4, Winter 1997, p. 409.
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mother, Mariana Two Knives, who is also the main character of several other 
short stories, is a doomed young woman who drifts from the reservation to the 
city and back, the only constant in her life being her aptitude for trading her body
for wine money. Sherman gets abandoned by his mother who “never showed the 
slightest love for him”29and one day he goes blind after staring at the sun, for too 
long. When his aunt Angie goes to visit his grave, Louis surprises the reader with 
an earnest leap of faith:
In the bright clarity of August, she saw that his grave was completely surrounded 
by brilliant yellow sunflowers. For a second Angie thought about chopping them down, 
but in their slow turning to face the sun, she saw something holy. In each large, round 
flower, she saw the destruction and rebirth of her Indian race. In each yellow orb she 
saw the love of the Great Spirit. In each sunflower, she saw the smiling face of 
Sherman.30
Wild Indians and Other Creatures is a set of interconnected stories about 
reservation life dimension. Needless to say, the correspondences and the 
similarities with Sherman Alexie’s work, The Lone-Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in 
Heaven31, are very explicit.
29Louis, Adrian C., “Sunshine Boy”, Wild Indians And Other Creatures, cit., p. 46.
30Ivi.
31Alexie, Sherman, The Lone-Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven, New York City NY, The 
Atlantic Monthly Press, 1993.
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III.   Poetry
1. O how can the white man own our land?
One of the most common adjectives critics use to describe Louis’ poetics is 
unsettling. And that is because of his repetitive tales and images of bar brawls, 
unconscious drunkards collapsed in the corners of rooms, misogynic heralding of 
everlasting love, cars crashed into frozen roadside ditches, and the perpetual 
inebriation of the poet, or one of his personae, aimlessly wandering the world. 
“You have got to be a masochist to pick up the book[Louis’] again for another 
round of abuse”32, says former Dean of the School of Arts and Sciences at Peru 
State University, Andrew Elkins.  A non-Native reader, especially a non-Native 
academic, who enjoys Louis’ work must wonder if he is not anything but 
consumed by self-loathing, for Louis has little love for cultural exploiters and a 
great talent for expressing distaste. There is a good chance, for many readers, to 
put down Louis’ books and burst out saying, this is too much.
Louis can be both perverse and wise enough to want precisely this effect. He 
knows, as Housman says, that “Luck is a chance, but trouble’s sure”33, especially 
if we consider the situation of Natives in contemporary America, a nation of 
thieves in Louis’ opinion, who are even more annoying now because they never 
had any intention of making retribution for their larceny and have by now grown 
weary of being reminded of the heinous debt that they have incurred. It can be 
said that Louis speaks loud in the land of the deaf, and tries to paint a very 
realistic scene of horror, in the land of the blind. The significant fact is that he 
shows us scenes of his own hellish life, realistic snap-shots from the infernal 
Indian reservation existence. Nonetheless, there is definitely more method to his 
apparent fuming delirium than simply the desire to expose in front of everyone the 
consequences of colonization. His agenda seems to be surviving in a both 
poisonous and poisoned world, that he pursues paradoxically by fully diving in the 
32Elkins, Andrew, “So Strangely Married: Peggy Pond Church’s”, Western American Literature, 
30, 4, 1996, p. 358.
33Ibidem, p. 42.
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dirt and offering the  truth to the reader only if the latter is willing to pay the price 
of following him without reserve. Leslie Ullman comes close to the same point 
when she says in a review of Among the DogEaters, 
It is a kind of insanity that Louis embraces as necessary to a maintenance of vital 
boundaries within himself – thorny barbed-wire boundaries hold him intact even as they 
tear his skin; he never pays homage to his tribe like Sherman Alexie does.34
But he does pay homage to his condition as a Native American showing his 
strength as witness and survivor in poem after poem, but especially in this image 
from the second part, “Unholy Redemptions”, of Among the Dog Eaters “Burning 
Trash One Sober Night”:
Driving the reservation a week later
I saw the white man’s green
Winter wheat slice up through remnant snows.
An arrogant and sex-starved skunk
Driven by early spring weather
Danced into the gaping jaws of my T-Bird.
Well-perfumed, I drove in balance,
On the road toward
The rest of my life.35
The most common interpretation of Louis’ brutally honest portrayal of 
contemporary Native life, is that he “writes to dispel the romantic notion, so dear 
to New Agers and others, that Native Americans are wise and innately spiritual 
children of nature”. 36 Moreover, Roger Weaver, reviewing Fire Water World, 
comments on the “clarifying and purging quality”37 of Louis’ poetry, as well as 
the poet’s “unflinching severity of vision, the merciless eye upon the dreadful toll 
34 Ullman, Leslie, “Betrayals and Boundaries: A Question of Balance”, Kenyon Review, 15, 3, 
Summer 1993, p. 190.
35Louis, Adrian C., Among the Dog Eaters, cit., 38.
36 Hadella, Paul, “Review of Adrian Louis’ Vortex of Indian fevers”, Western American 
Literature, 31, 3, Fall 1996, pp. 285-86.
37 Weaver, Roger, “Review of Adrian Louis’ Fire Water World”, S.A.I.L., 3, 4, Winter 1991, p. 
72.
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that has been exacted” 38 . Craig Womack, also reviewing Fire Water World, 
defines the poems “starkly realistic”39 and “bleak and honest and appropriate”40. 
In a review of Among the Dog Eaters, Denise Low describes Louis’ poetics as a 
“grisly tale of poverty, prejudice and violence”41. An unsigned review of the same 
book in the Beloit Poetry Journal calls the poem a record of “what brutal conflicts 
ravage an American Indian in this society that co-opts and corrupts”42. Reviewing 
Ceremonies of the Damned as one of the “Best Books of 1997”, Matthew 
Rothschild warns the reader that “there is no sentimentalizing here”43.
The romantic misconception of the animist Native is often phrased in terms 
similar to those employed by writer and essayist Paula Gunn Allen:
The American Indian sees all creatures as relatives (and in tribal systems relation 
is central), as offspring of the Great Mystery, as co-creators, as children of our Mother, 
and as necessary parts of an ordered, balanced, and living whole44.
An analogous idea is conceived by Kenneth Lincoln in his Native American 
Renaissance, where he argues on how Native American literature’s poetics is 
founded on the belief of “a poetic kinship that unites the people, other earthly 
creatures, the gods, and nature in one great tribe”45. Louis’ poetry eschews this 
kind of romantic lyricism that normally results in the poetic expression of the 
Natives’ ties to Mother Earth and incorporation of landscape imagery into poems. 
Neither direct acknowledgement of the importance of  land nor self-recognition as 
38Ibidem, p.73.
39 Womack, Craig, “Review of Adrian Louis’ Fire Water World”, American Indian Quarterly, 17, 
1, Winter 1993, p.106.
40Ivi.
41 Low, Denise, “Review of Adrian Louis’ Among the Dog Eaters”, American Indian Culture and 
Resource Journal, 17, 2, 1993, p. 189.
42 Unsigned Article, “Review of Adrian Louis’ Among the Dog Eaters”, The Beloit Poetry 
Journal, 43, 3, Spring 1993, p. 44.
43 Rothschild, Matthew, “Review of  Adrian Louis’ Ceremonies of the Damned, Progressive, 62, 
1, January 1998, p. 44.
44 Allen, Paula Gunn, “The Sacred Hoop: A Contemporary Perspective”, Studies in Indian 
Literature: Critical Essays and Course Designs, Ed. Paula Gunn Allen, Ney York City NY, The 
Modern Language Association of America, 1983, p. 7.
45 Kenneth, Lincoln, Native American Renaissance, Berkley CA, University of California Press, 
1983, p. 45.
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a son of the Earth, are present in his work, except for some occasional references 
to the sacredness of Devil’s Tower:
There is nothing to do but pray.
Grandfather, I am humbled.
Grandfather, I am small.
I am little with less character
than the turds of a rabbit.
I am insignificant. This massive lodge
of sky-pillaging stone could easily rape the moon.
Grandfather, forgive all my sins.
I trudge up a small rise and squat in a burgeoning
stand of young aspen. At the base of the tower
four rock climbers prepare their ascent unaware
that from the top their God is invisible
and can only be seen from the base.
The tower rises, the tower rises.
The empire state building is nothing.
Hoover Dam is tons of cement.
All man-made glory is a child’s toy.
Grandfather, forgive me.
Make me strong.
Let me taste our red nations before the white man.
Let me speak in the spirit,
In the voice of the warrior.
Grandfather, I am the buffalo ghost.
Grandfather, I am the bear clawing rock
and I’m knocking on the door
to your house.46
Here is a rare glimpse of Louis’ romantic lyricism. He addresses himself to 
his Grandfather, seemingly looking for atonement, celebrating the greatness of 
Devil’s Tower, an igneous laccolith of 386 m located in the Bear Lodge 
Mountains, in the northeast of Wyoming. Belittling such symbols of white 
supremacy as the Empire State Building or the Hoover Dam, elements that 
significantly reshaped the landscape, is a way of enhancing the spiritual value and 
the importance of other places. Nevertheless, other than this poem and very few 
other examples, Louis’ relationship with the land is hardly ever foregrounded.
Yet, exactly as Louis’ bitterness serves paradoxically as a coping technique, 
the complete lack of explicit references to the importance of land suggests the 
centrality of land itself in Louis’ poetics and personal impasse. The absence of the 
46Louis, Adrian C., “Postscript: Devil’s Tower”, Vortex of Indian Fevers, cit., pp. 11-12.
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land at the surface level of his poems seems to be a clear indication of its presence 
beneath it. This is coherent with his poetry of loss, since the first thing that was 
lost, taken by the white invaders, was the land itself. Accordingly, avoiding to 
portray sacred landscapes does not imply that he is indifferent to the loss of the 
land. A common thread in Louis’ collected work can be identified in the search 
for his own identity, which is often found with his people and on his people’s 
land. The return home, usually from the city to the reservation, functions as a key 
to find the missing pieces, namely tribalism and a place in the community. 
Whether Louis’ poetry has achieved this particular happy conclusion yet, or 
whether it ever will, is definitely debatable. What seems to be sure, is that pain is 
the only possible reality, as long as Natives are deprived of their land:
The Hell Bus Station is the life of Indians living on this stolen land. We have 
government food: powdered milk & powdered eggs & tin-canned horsemeat stew & 
powdered potatoes &cardboard steaks stained with blood red grease. Inside, the 
survivors of the Wounded Knee Massacre are eating  maggot-hopping food. Red eyes 
pervade.47
These repeated references to stolen land, that recur throughout his works, are 
far more meaningful than simple repetitive formulas. They appear to be the 
keystones on which his universe of adrift pain is built. The poet is lost, and so are 
his brothers and sisters, because the land upon which the creation of their identity 
is hinged is lost. Severing their ties to the territory 48 , produced a feeling of 
emptiness. This emptiness that the poet feels is so poignant, Louis sometimes 
simply exclaims: 
In the smoothing of warm and ageless sand
an arrowhead found and pierced my hand
O how can the white man own our land?
[…]
With clean slates we can invent the past
47Louis, Adrian C., “The Blood Thirst of Verdell Ten Bears XIII”, Blood Thirsty Savage, cit., p.61.
48See Indian Removal Act, 1830.
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be it sterile, sweet sparkling,
or gun deadly.49
Other times, less frequently, the reader is provided with a more detailed 
context to better understand the depth  of his struggle in being a Native without a 
homeland. In “A Post Card from Devils Tower”, for example, the reader has 
access to a sort of overview scenario. 
Brothers, I am the truth, sometimes glazed
but always the truth.
Crazy Horse drove this same highway
at times so weary with his people
that he pretended to go hanbleceya50
but instead put on  old white man clothes
and worked the intruders’ ranches
cutting hay and branding cattle
and bunking with the rest
of the hired hands.
Sometimes we must lie to survive
And in this heinous lie I do live.
Zipping past Rapid Creek in the vicinity
Of where Crazy Horse was born, I
Heard the radio say a severe thunderstorm
Would slap the Black Hills tonight.
Coming into Rapid City, I smelled
The new cut hay which gave way
to  the stench of the sewage plant.51
In the beginning of the poem, the poet drives aimlessly “zipping past Rapid 
Creek”, in South Dakota. Louis rambles a lot, as if never sure where to go, what 
direction to take, waiting for inspiration or a bar to appear,
Maybe I might stay in town tonight.
I never told her where I was headed.
Just said I’m going and she said, “So go.”
My grudging march is acceptable escape.
49Louis, Adrian C., “The Bloodwine Epigrams”, Fire Water World, cit. p.49.
50 Roughly translatable as “vision quest”. It is a sacred Lakota Sioux rite of passage, and in broad 
words it  consists in spending a considerable amount of time (usually 24/48 hours) unprotected 
from blinding sun, with no food or water, trying to have a vision that serves as a guide in life.
51Louis, Adrian C., A Post Card from Devils Tower”, Blood Thirsty Savage, cit., p. 18.
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This self-enforced vacation from each other
found me driving north from Pine Ridge
through the Badlands, past Scenic,
into the Paris of the Plains.
Damn. Crazy Horse had to have
Driven this same world.52
Even when he decides to spend the night in Rapid City, “the height of the 
tourist season”53, and leaves early in the morning to get to Mount Rushmore, his 
actions seem almost desultory:
At six in the morning the car heads for McDonald’s.
At seven it takes off for Mt. Rushmore.
After eight years in this state
I figure I’ll view the horror that I’ve
Held in contempt for most of my life:
those massive stone idols if Indian killers.
This is one nation under God
but there is no escaping those demons.54
Those presidential faces are one of the dearest symbol of America, 
representatives of Americanness itself. This place is very controversial among 
Native Americans, because the U. S. Government seized the area from the Lakota 
tribe, after the Great Sioux War of 1876. Therefore, the theme of stolen land 
resurfaces once again, and the four presidents are depicted as demons who cannot 
be escaped, perhaps as a metaphor of the inescapable historical course of events. 
While heading to the monument, however, the car, which seems to have its own 
force of will, “turns back to rapid”55. There seems to be enough pain in his life, 
why asking for more by going to see that despicable alteration of the landscape, 
representing those he holds responsible for his alienation? Driving back to Rapid
City “In unfettered air, crystal sunshine/halos my car gliding North on I-90”56, 
again purposelessly, the poet drives past the gambling towns of Lead and 
Deadwood, “minuscule festering scabs/imitating Las Vegas with 
52Ibidem, p. 19.
53Ivi.
54Ivi.
55Ivi.
56Ibidem, p. 20.
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casinos,/nondescript whores and eternal tackiness./The intruders’ diseases plague 
these sacred hills.”57The gambling problem is widely spread among Natives, and 
once again the source of this pain is easily ascribable to the white invader. 
Thereafter, as he drives, he sees some bikers, most likely tourists, whom he 
defines as follows: “The car zips past Sturgis where Already biker/trash are 
congregating like flies/on the dead balls of America.”58 Suddenly, he seems to 
regain control of his decisions and looking at the map, he decides to reach Devils
Tower, in northeastern Wyoming.
This type of journey is typical in Native American literature: roaming 
restlessly, wandering passively, observing and letting the feelings flow into his 
brain, until the images merge to give shape to an answer or, in this case, a 
direction. It works exactly like the hanbleceya rite mentioned in the first stanza. 
The figure of Crazy Horse is juxtaposed to the figures of the four bloody-handed 
presidents, and casinos, the very epitome of the corruption brought by the Wašíču
people, is juxtaposed to the sacred Black Hills that Washington’s heirs scarred. 
Lastly, the road scattered with flock of tourists heading for the heinous 
representation of their leaders, is paired with his wandering on the same paths that 
Crazy Horse himself must have ridden. Swiftly, he realizes that he must perform 
his own journey of tribute, not to the sacred sites of white middle-class America, 
but to the place that is sacred for him. He is usually directed towards the closest 
bar or former lover, for more abuse; this time, however, he is thirsty for something 
else. Louis generally tends to repel this kind of homage, possibly because too 
melodramatic, too prosaic, or maybe too threatening. Ultimately, the sight of 
Devil’s Tower igneous formation strikes him:
The first sight of the Tower ten miles away
is like a slap in the face.
The closer I get, the more I imagine
the wry smile on the creator’s face
when he manufactured it.59
57Ivi.
58Ivi. 
59Ivi.
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And then, as he approaches, 
Finally reaching the ranger station
At the base, words cringe 
And refuse to seek air.
The tower assaults my soul.
Nothing has prepared me for this.
This is the eternal cathedral
of the Great Spirit.
Were I to awake one morning and find 
the prize between my thighs
had doubled in length
I would have been less impressed
than this first visit to the Tower
but brothers, the Government owns it.
The Government owns it,
Just like it owns our Indian asses.60
For a moment, his caustic humor and relentless irreverence make way for 
amazement and disorientation. Finally, something that seems to be truly sacred 
leaves him speechless. It is just a moment though, but it is one of the rarest 
occasions in which the reader has access to a different side of Louis’ poetics. 
Right after a brief glance into this fragment of vulnerability, which is usually 
guarded by several layers of dark humor and bitterness, as if he suddenly realized 
to have let his guard down, he produces a very coarse comparison. As boorish and 
resistant as it is, the comparison sounds sincere. For Louis, this is a recurrent 
strategy, lust is often chosen as an easy way out of seriousness. Sex is a very 
important component of the poet’s self-destructing life, and it can be usually 
interpreted as a sign of a quick retreat. Poet and author Joy Harjo warns the 
reader:
Do not crack the pages of this book unless you are ready for the terrible truth of 
what it means to be an Indian in the twentieth century. Louis is a tough, authentic 
American voice that will both disturb you and want to dance another round in the heart 
of Indian Country.61
60Ibidem, p. 21.
61Harjo, Joy, “Review”, The Threepenny Review, 51, Fall 1992, p. 38.
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The reason why he so rarely allows himself these moments in the shadow of 
his people’s sacred places, can be traced in the final lines of the poem. One of the 
most significant and recurring themes in Louis’ work, is that the U.S. Government 
misappropriated the land and therefore, owns the people standing on it, the reader 
included. Everything else depends on it. His poetic agenda is very clear, he is 
determined to expose the outcomes of the fact that Natives have been severed 
from their roots. As usual, the realization of this concept concludes the poem and 
the poet’s journey. He appears to be incapable of overcoming the agony, thence 
there is never hope in the end. The reader gets suspended in an endless loop that 
begins with a journey to seek some kind of closure and then, just as it seems 
finally achievable, Louis turns his gaze back into the abyss. His only one constant 
is pain:
Sometimes a warrior comes tired
in the guise of prepositions
of propositions and says
of thee I sing when he means
what’s the use… our race is doomed.
And Let’s face it.
In any waking dream about the most beautiful
Indian girl on Mother Earth I’m going to use
a rubber and blubber about it later
in the memories of nightmares
of the plain wonderful women
I lost at the cost of never being responsible
for something I don’t
quite remember now.
[…]
These white men strut into our lives
with invisible robes.
Their imaginary halos encircle our throats
until we look like those African women
in National Geographic
with stretched necks.
We like their credo of dominion.
We gratefully accept the results: knives
into our wives, children
dumped along the highway and refrigerators
lined with government cheese.
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Yes, we know what is best and stage the old ways
unaware of our blasphemy.
unaware of our Grandfather snickering.62
That first loss of the land is seen as the origo mali, without which, his poetry 
suggests, the so-called “Indian problems” as they are seen today – alcoholism, 
poverty, drug abuse, violence against women and self-destruction – would not 
exist. His relationship with the land works as a paradigm for all his other 
relationships. The relation with his sense of self is often considerably blurred, in 
particular his identity as an Indian. He tries unsuccessfully to fill the feeling of 
emptiness and compensate  for the insecurity with women and alcohol abuse, but 
these surrogates do not satisfy him for long because none of the them is an 
adequate replacement for one’s sense of self. This quest though has received 
mixed criticism. It has been interpreted as selfish and rather ineffective by former 
College Professor Rhoda Carroll,
My disappointment with Among the Dog Eaters is not with the questions but with 
the answers. I'm contaminated by training and temperament with a need for poetry that 
makes language reverberate. The poems in Among the Dog Eaters acquire their 
importance not by their particular vision or unique craft but by their category: poems 
with a reservation setting by a person with official tribal affiliation. I know I'm expected 
to celebrate Among the Dog Eaters but this feels like extortion. I want words to take me 
where I cannot otherwise go. Why else read? Still, poets must speak. The opposite of 
imperfect art may be silence, the real murderer, the extinguisher of memory and hope.63
The impasse that the poet is facing, originates in the belief that the lost 
mourned wholeness can be achieved only as a warrior on the land. Consequently, 
the impending sense of doom remains undiminished, because the concept of 
“warrior on the land” is irretrievably lost. These poems are so full of anger 
because his people’s lands are held hostage by whites, which keeps him from 
becoming the Indian he wants to be, or could have been. 
In a similar way, his relationships with other human beings are tainted by 
loss. Lovers, friends, comrades, relatives and personal heroes (frequently his 
62Louis, Adrian C., “Sometimes a Warrior Comes Tired”, Among the Dog Eaters, cit., p. 35.
63 Carroll, Rhoda, “Review”, American Indian Quarterly, 18, 1, Winter 1994, p. 93.
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grandfather and Crazy Horse) are all lost to him. Some of them through 
disappearance, others because of death, but all of them directly or indirectly swept 
away  by the “Kill the Indian, Save the Man” policy of the U.S. Government. 
Throughout Louis’ works, the reader encounters a heterogeneous group of 
characters. None of them remains on the scene for long though. Often, their 
departures are easily predictable, as if their appearances were only necessary to 
introduce them as new material for future elegies. Louis’ poems are interposed 
with unromantic break-ups, stabbing victims, suicides and rolled cars. As a 
response to this pain, he composed some elegies which are gathered in the third 
part of Among the Dog Eaters, “Tombstones”.
Now twenty years old
my mother’s tombstone looks brand-new.
I draw clean air,
count to ten and walk towards the west.
My skeletons have been burnished
golden they dance
in the crimson morning.
[…]
and I’m forced to sing
this mirage of rainbows
this mingled prayer
this visit to my mother’s grave
this soil of Nevada
this soil of Wovoka64
this song of love
for my people.65
Here is another rare glimmer of serenity. When visiting his mother’s grave, 
Louis suspends his usual poetics and loses himself in a feeling of bitter sadness, 
which seems able to placate, even if it is only for a moment, his wayward attitude. 
Plausibly, this is possible because the sacredness of this place transcends the 
limits of his poetic agenda. It is worth mentioning the fact that Louis is not very 
outspoken about his ancestry, so it must be assumed that this topic falls into a very 
64(c. 1856 – September 20, 1932) Northern Paiute religious leader who founded the Ghost Dance 
Movement.
65Louis, Adrian C., “A Visit to my Mother’s Grave”, Among the Dog Eaters, cit., p. 52.
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private sphere of feelings. As he mentioned during an interview, he never met his 
father (he was not Native American and abandoned his mother before Louis was 
even born), and his mother raised him alone. She represents the only sacred 
connection to his Native heritage. Therefore, this venue is absolutely not suited 
for dirty puns.
A further example of a decayed relation is represented by his connection to 
his mother’s native language. He is an Ivy Leaguer 66 , and he received his 
education in schools outside of the reservation, hence he lost approximately 
everything of his native tongue. As a consequence, he is now forced to use the 
language of the Wašíču people, the very same language that, with his twisted 
rhetoric, rationalized and justified the taking of the Indian territories. Several 
times he asked himself how he could be so inconsiderate as to use the language of 
lies and broken treaties. As a partial, yet inadequate for his standards, atonement, 
Louis’ poems are sprinkled with Indian words and short phrases of various tribal 
languages.
Considered that his relationship with himself, with his acquaintances and with 
his native language are so described by insecurity, his relationship with the 
spiritual world could not be differently portrayed. Additionally to all the losses I 
have so far noted, which would be more than enough to force anybody to question 
their place in the universe, Louis perceives that the connection to his native 
religion has been destroyed too, once again at the hands of the invaders. Religion, 
a fundamental aspect of tribal life, was one of the first elements to be suppressed 
by the Government’s assimilation policies. Later on, in the 1970s, some elements 
of Native animism entered various New Age religious beliefs, meaning that once 
again white culture had first suppressed and later appropriated itself of what was 
Indian’s. That is probably the main reason why Louis is so reluctant to fully 
commit himself to his people’s religion. The poet’s recurring toying with both 
Lakota sweet lodge ceremony and Christianity (as he occasionally pleads to Jesus 
to reveal Himself), however, indicates a clear need for a religious epiphany.
66 Master of Arts in Creative Writing at  Brown University.
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These various losses and how they interrelate with each other are exemplified 
in “Song of the Messiah”, a poem about a 1890s alleged prophecy that foresaw the 
birth of an Indian Messiah. The poem begins with a quotation:
“The religion started at Walker Lake eighteen years ago is the same that is now 
agitating the Indian world. There is nothing in it to cause trouble between whites and
Indians unless the new Messiah is misquoted and his doctrine misconstrued.”
―Frank Campbell 
[November 1890.]67
This is an extract from a letter, dated 19 November 1890, addressed to the 
Commissioner of Indian Affairs by Mr. Frank Campbell “who has an intimate 
acquaintance with the tribe and was employed in an official capacity on the 
reservation at the time Tä`vibo first announced the new revelation.”68He was the 
founder of the Ghost Dance religion, one of the many cults that appeared in that 
period. Phenomena of syncretism were not rare also.
The poem is divided into two parts, and it begins with the words of a Sioux 
that claims to have met the Messiah:
When we finally reached his camp,
it was already the moon when the wind
shakes off the leaves and He was not there.
Three days later He returned
and the clear night turned to snow.
The Milky Way
shattered and floated dreaming 
down upon leafless sage.
Each star was an ancestor
walking the road
to the spirit world.
Now they were among us 
and the Father nodded and smiled.69
67Louis, Adrian C., “Song of the Messiah”, Among the Dog Eaters, cit., p. 55.
68 Mooney, James, The Ghost Dance Religion and Wounded Knee, New York City NY, Dover 
Publications, 2011, p. 703.
69Louis, Adrian C., “Song of the Messiah”, Among the Dog Eaters, cit., p. 55.
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Then, Tä`vibo is directly quoted:
“Each red spirit now dead 
shall return and walk this earth,”
He said in a language
we had never heard
but understood so clearly
that we might have been born
to those rabbit-robed People.
Then to those of many tribes assembled there,
he uttered more strange words that changed
in mid-air to those of all the listeners.
He said, “The white man will vanish
like snowflakes in summer.”
He told us to rise.
We did and joined hands.70
In a sort of divine communal language, the Messiah speaks to the hearts of his 
people. He promises to return the land and the people who have been killed on it. 
He also banishes the white man while the listeners join hands to imply unity and 
gratefulness for having been given back their land as well as their dignity. All the 
various losses perceived by Louis, are here presented and readdressed. Finally, in 
the last verses of the second part, which is titled “II. Wovoka Sends A Message 
To A True Believer Several Years After The Massacre”, the poet feels the need to 
reiterate the completion of the prophecy:
The white man will vanish
like snowflakes in summer.
The earth will open
and swallow them all.
Our mother will belch and be ours once again.71
Louis submits a sort of diagnosis of the problem and an ideal cure. The loss 
of the land marks the beginning of a long period of sufferance, without it the 
tribes are cast adrift. Someday the country will split and devour the white 
70Ivi.
71Ibidem, p. 56.
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aberration, and consequently, mother Earth will be returned to their rightful 
owners. It is complicated to tell whether Louis seriously believes in the prophecy, 
or if putting it into words acts as a coping strategy. Whatever the answer, such a 
prognostication is hardly likely to happen, at least in the near future.
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2. A place we call the Fire Water World
The constant repetition of such painful slices of Indian life, has somehow the 
function of cultivating the poet’s anger. Fostering his misery by reliving the 
tragedies of his people in every single poem he writes, is a way to remember. 
Remember the ones he lost, what has been taken away, and most importantly who
is responsible for everything. If not properly taken care of, memories - and rage - , 
tend to fade, as proven by Jake Red Horse:
During the second week of jets
dive-bombing Iraq on CNN,
Jake Red Horse said he stumbled
to shave the face of a middle-aged drunk
whose boyhood contempt of America
had eroded, cracked, and fallen away
like an old man’s teeth.
His evil twin smiled back at him
from the bathroom mirror.72
Jake is one of Louis’ personae that failed to keep the fire burning. He let time 
and alcohol cloud his “boyhood contempt of America”. Paradoxically, he finds 
himself supporting a Wašíču war, a war of aggression. This is why Louis’ agenda 
encompasses an act of remembrance. To forget is considered a sin, as well as to 
surrender to the temptation of moving on and forgive the white invader. Louis 
seems to be first-hand aware that fighting is exhausting, to the point that the 
smallest slip is enough to crack the armor. Jake’s guard was down and he ended 
up believing the words of Vice President Dan Quayle73:
When he returned from the toilet,
Vice-President Quayle was sound-bitten
saying comforting, cheerleading war words
to a group of flag-waving yahoos.
72Louis, Adrian C., “Last Song of the Dove”, Blood Thirsty Savage, cit., p. 26.
73 He was the 44th Vice President of the United States, serving during the term of President George 
H.W. Bush (1989-1993).
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They fell for him, hook, line and sinker
and so did Jake’s evil double.
Louis is afraid of becoming a “yahoo”74, but he is more concerned with more 
and more young Natives becoming unsophisticated trust givers that are destined to 
lose on the table.
In order to cope with experiencing such masochistic feelings, Louis and his 
poetics frequently find comfort in burning liquor and easy afternoon delights. Fire 
Water World is a collection of acutely realistic poems that examine from close 
range the issue of alcoholism in the reservations. The title is empowered by the 
word firewater, a synonym for alcohol. “White Clay, Nebraska” embodies the 
emblem of the problem, the road that goes from the “arid” Pine Ridge reservation 
to the small town of White Clay, Nebraska, that bases almost all of his annual 
income on alcohol sales.
Against my dark void
of memories
White Clay, Nebraska explodes
with a thousand faces
of my drunken race
cashing their welfare checks.75
He is well aware that a diagnosis is necessary before the cure, and so he takes 
the first step toward recovery, acceptance. In “White Clay, Nebraska” 76 he 
acknowledges that the problem is real, and that before, it was not:
74Intertextual reference to Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels. In the fourth part of the novel, 
Swift talks about these legendary beings. They are described as filthy and with unpleasant habits 
and are opposed to the Houyhnhnms, a calm and rational society of intelligent horses. The Yahoos 
are primitive creatures obsessed with "pretty stones" they find by digging in mud, thus 
representing the distasteful materialism and ignorant elitism Swift encountered in Britain. Hence 
the term "yahoo" has come to mean "a crude, brutish or obscenely coarse person”.
75Louis, Adrian C., “The First of the Month”, Fire Water World, cit., p. 4.
76Ibidem, p. 5.
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These gray words slog in spring snow
and lose themselves in our history’s mud.
The bonelight wintered elm
whittled down to pencil points
invokes the wrath of roots.
Yes, here is where our fathers died.77
At least their ancestors that had died on that very same road, died fighting, 
like warriors. On the contrary, this generation is wasting their lives and not only:
Two miles, five years, and eighteen deaths
this blood road of wine has reddened us
past the mocking song of our skin.
Yes, here is where our children die
on their way to getting born.78
The lack of a mature acceptance of responsibility also affects future 
generations. The deaths of the heroic forefathers in the first stanza are opposed to 
the worthless deaths of their descendants, by now incapable of building a future 
for them and their – potential – children. In this particular poem, Louis resorts 
often to juxtaposition79, as in the following:
Snow bleached into roadside soil
reveals twin rivers of emerald.
One for coming, one for going.
Green in purity. Green in spring,
wine bottles and cans wrap the dying road
and eighteen crosses mark departure spots
on the two-mile jaunt from Pine Ridge.80
Here the emerald of newly-arrived Spring is juxtaposed to the green of 
broken wine bottles that litter the road. Once again, bios and thanatos are here 
opposed to evoke a bitter feeling, not even Spring has a positive connotation in 
Louis’ poetics. All of these contrasts can be attributed to the duality of the world, 
77Ivi.
78Ivi.
79 The title of this collection is a juxtaposition itself, fire/water.
80Ivi.
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according to Louis’ perspective; the verdant reality of the whites that coexists 
with the rotting existence of Natives. A well-fitting example of that can be found 
in “Another Indian Murder” in Blood Thirsty Savage:
Beneath Mt. Rushmore’s
heightened air, drunk redskins
were stumbling everywhere
dead but for the deed of dying.
Inside crossed ruins around the town
pallid priests in rich robes lounged
sucking the lobes and loins
of a God they were sure
could never have fathered such action.81
The Wašíču culture is here again represented in the form of the imposing 
presidential sculpture that looks dispassionately at a group of Indians, while they 
self-destruct in the mountain’s slope. Their destinies are doomed, as they are 
“dead for the deed of dying”. However, here, Louis wants to make perfectly clear 
that the drunkard’s faults are ascribable to the termination and relocation policies 
of the 1950s, that are still having heavy consequences on the younger generations:
But, that bitter December night, the granite shadows
of Lincoln and Washington descended the slopes
and infected all that was good below.
Two Oglala boys with baseball bats
scrambled the brains of a drinking buddy
and when they sobered 
they could not recall
how they tried to plug the brain-seeping
holes with Kleenex while they prayed
to the Lord to let them live.82
Here is one more reason to never forget, nor forgive. The shadow cast by 
Mount Rushmore is like poison that taints the Indian boys’ lives, behaviors and 
future. The two, like soulless doppelgängers of themselves, brutally murder one 
of their “drinking buddies”. The action is completely purposeless, and the result is 
81Ivi.
82Ivi. 
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that yet another Native has fallen indirectly by the blood-soaked hands of the U.S. 
Government. In this poem the climax is achieved through the image of the two 
boys that could not even remember to have tried to use some tissues to stop the 
leakage of grey matter from the boy’s brutalized skull. The surreal solution of 
using Kleenex to fix  such a serious condition as a traumatic brain injury could be 
compared to the policies adopted by the Government to improve the Natives’ 
quality of life; according to Louis’ perspective, ineffective, palliative at best.
Episodes of alcohol-related abuses, like this one, assume almost every shape 
of their possible spectrum throughout Louis’ poetics. That is because alcohol is a 
very versatile substance, that can be the cause of unspeakable actions, but it can 
also provide a “safe” shelter, if targeted by those unspeakable actions. “Her 
Wake”, provides us with a very clarifying example of the consequences for those 
who seek refuge in drinking:
Dead awake at four in the morning
we shrink to silence
like the sphincters of corpses
and the cheap lives we’ve lived
are now daffodil holy.
We’ve eaten greased foods friends
have brought to this darkness
and dark like the meat
we are forcefully pained.
That man over there, he shouldn’t be here.
Did you know that her heart
was tight as skin drumheads
and bounced his love off
like a rubber-tipped arrow?
Did you know that he raped her
and she had his daughter
and never, not once, did she go to the cops?
She just ran to the warmth, flash,
and flames of the fire water world.83
The scene presented is the funeral of a woman. Who she was or how she died, 
is not mentioned, but details like the “greased foods” paint an intimate home-
loving scenario. There is an element though, that appears to be out of place. Louis 
83Louis, Adrian C., “Her Wake”, Fire Water World, cit.  p. 33.  
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reveals the reason why “that man over there” does not have the right to be here: 
when she rejected him he raped her and got her pregnant. Instead of going to the 
police, she chose to drown her sorrow into the sweet relief of fire water. Drinking 
seems to offer a solution for many problems, except for the source of most of the 
problems, pain. His poems are a constant reminder of several things like who 
Natives are and who they were, or who the real enemy is, and what the current 
situation of tribal society is. Louis’ tone though, is never judgmental, he appears 
to be clearly concerned for the future of Native Americans, and often resorts to the 
use of extreme images and coarse expressions, with the intention of  waking the 
reader up from his lethargy. He does not consider himself a role model: like the 
people he writes for, as he repeatedly acknowledges in various interviews, he has 
a long story of alcoholism on his shoulders, and the appeal of being inebriated by 
that very same substance that is capable of concocting the kind of self-
destructiveness narrated in his poems, is and will always be part of him. As a 
human being, he is not immune to temptation, and sometimes the burden of 
fighting becomes very heavy to carry:
Inside the bleached board shack 
unquestioning night is shut outside.
Almost choreographed, a fat, red candle
bitch-bound inside a bourbon bottle
drips upon the caked dirt floor.
Unable to penetrate, it curdles as cold
as a lover lips once betrayed.
In the lapping light shapes soon shift.
My rifle becomes a black snake
desperately trying to kiss me.84
Between the pain and the fight, it can be hard sometimes to not just quit 
everything. Louis is no stranger to moments of discouragement, during which, 
paradoxically, half a dozen beers might not be the worst-case scenario. Yet, his 
real purposes are still unclear.
84 Louis, Adrian C., “The Hemingway Syndrome”, Fire Water World, cit., p. 7.
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Bored, I stare it stiff and flip it around
trying to recall ancient ROTC85 drills;
there is no one here to question my past.
The air’s arid sheet of sinless sage
whitens my eyes and darkens my skin.
This is the land where Ghost Dance was born
so I gouge the barrel to my mouth
and tease the trigger like a very cheap whore
and sweet pain explodes into starlight.86
Here, Louis’ persona is in a nostalgia-reminiscence mode, starting from his 
military education where he probably learned how to handle a rifle, to the times of 
the Wovoka’s religious movement. The act of remembering causes him to fall 
even more deeply into depression, to the point of turning that long overthought 
idea into reality. He points the weapon at himself and then a “sweet pain explodes 
into starlight”, leaving the reader – if possible – even more disheartened. At least, 
until he reads what follows:
I throw the air rifle to the floor,
spit out the b.b. and head out the door
to the cooler of iced beer that beckons.87
Louis teases the reader, the weapon was just an air rifle. Yet, the gesture 
seems to be some kind of rehearsal for an idea that could come into being in a 
future, possibly, not so far. Suicide is very frequently dealt with in his poetry, but 
this time it is not the case, at least not directly. Louis’ persona falls back on beer, 
which, considered the situation, is only a more enjoyable version of a bullet in the 
brain. His past has become unbearable, the comparison with the generations of 
warriors can be neither honored nor escaped, but there is always the cooler. Like a 
beacon of hope that guides him through a dangerous battlefield, offering a safe 
way out. The title refers to the suicidal death of Ernest Hemingway, who shot 
himself with his favorite shotgun on July 2, 1961. On the contrary though, Louis 
plays the role of the man that lacks the courage to really commit suicide. In a 
85The Reserve Officers' Training Corps (ROTC) is a college-based. Officer training program for 
training commissioned officers of the United States Armed Forces.
86Louis, Adrian C., “The Hemingway Syndrome”, Fire Water World, cit., p. 7.
87Ivi.
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certain way, he challenges the reader to feel resentful about him, since he plays  
with a most tragic event that deprived the dominant white culture of one of the 
most important pillars of the American literary canon. His provocation aims to 
push the reader to despise him in the same way he despises himself, as the poem 
suggests. Louis likes to be a provocateur, he almost seems to do it for the sake of 
it, as if he were gratified by the awful feelings he succeeds in evoking in his 
readers.
“Fire Water World”, the poem that gave the name to his 1989 collection of 
poems, portrays one of his alcoholic uncles:
Uncle, how once a round rock
air danced from a slingshot
and a backyard floodlight
exploded into starlight
and the hot glass shards of their dead sun
imbedded the hearts of a dozen moths
is of little importance now.
You are coughing blood
and thinking of thirty years past.
your words would flow in endless meaning
if you were whole
but in the stillness of your shrunken soul
you rub your manhood with uneasy breath
and whisper sweet nothings at the jester death.88
The poem, vaguely rhymed, begins with a sweet memory of a sling-related 
childish incident, but everything is seen in perspective, as now nothing matters. 
Now that he is “coughing blood”, he is not the man he remembers he was “thirty 
years past”. His uncle appears to be portrayed as the Ghost of Christmas Yet to 
Come, he embodies all the aftermaths of a prolonged heavy drinking. The long-
term effects are evident on both his body and soul. Once again, Louis cannot 
refrain from including at least one obscene image, by now though, Louis’ readers 
have become very familiar with this expedient, as well as with its  consequences 
and the reasons why he resorts to it so often.
88Ibidem, p. 29.
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An howl says hooo . . . Who is not afraid?
My feathered answer is only me.
My balls click deftly in my drawers and I bow
to the endless liquor stores
who have given us courage and death.89
He openly defies the future, claiming that he is not afraid. Appearances aside, 
this poem seems to exude fright. Proclaiming his invincibility, he achieves the 
opposite effect, like a smoker who claims that he can quit whenever he wants. 
Usually, the need to make a statement of superiority hides an ill-concealed anxiety 
of succumbing. Louis is clearly frightened by this capable enemy, but he 
demonstrates also a form of respect in acknowledging  the immense power that 
alcohol exercises on his generation. He even takes a bow to display the dimension 
of his respect. In the last verse, the pronoun “who” implies a personification of the 
liquor stores. They are a clear metonymy for the alcohol abuse problem, as if it 
were a deadly skilled warrior that has become involved in a contemporary warfare 
between the Native Americans and white supremacism. Louis, who represents this 
war very openly in his poems, appears as someone willing to fight and give his 
life for the cause, but at the same time,  he conveys the impression of  being well 
aware that he will be the first to fall.
“We have nothing to live for, nothing to die for”.90This generation of Natives 
seems to be stuck in a sort of limbo. However, Louis also soothes with some 
water the burning pain of these open wounds when he continues:
Man is composed mainly of water.
I lower a frayed rope into the depths and hoist
the same old Indian tears to my eyes.
The liquid is pure and irresistible.91
The image of the water that extinguishes the flames, involves honestly 
naming the pain, empathizing, being willing to feel and speak and imagine.92
89Ivi.
90Louis, Adrian C., “Without Words”, Fire Water World, cit., p. 2.
91Ivi.
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Louis' poetic casts off a light that uncovers the moral and spiritual bankruptcy 
of contemporary culture, sometimes ironically. Cousin Cal, one of Louis’ most 
frequently represented personae alongside the other “cousin”, Verdell Ten Bear, 
is usually part of these poems halfway between condemnation and satire: 
The bonfire laughed upward 
flaming alternatives to innocence.
Nevada gravel whispered our ancient songs
under the boots of foreign Sioux cowboys
hand-crushing Coors cans
like the hearts of our brown-skin girls
who lanked around in sultry clumps
like the sweetest blooms of autumn sage.93
The snap-shot painted by the poet is as usual a very common cross-section of 
Indian life. The archetypal elements are all there: Nevada, the bonfire as a hangout 
spot, the travel-in-packs beautiful girl, and the hand-crashed Coors beer cans. The 
only elements that are out of place are the “Sioux Cowboy”94,  which are most 
likely in town to participate to the famous Fallon Rodeo.
Me and cousin Cal whose blood is full
sneaked up upon these funny Sioux
trying to snag out our girl cousins
in a corner of the rodeo ground.
Well, Cal yelled, “You Sioux are homos.”
Two big bastards ran after us.
We ran like batshit and hid in some bushes,
Cal and me, we were twelve that summer
and not part of the fire water world.95
Cousin Cal’s blood, as Louis feels the need to clarify, is “full”, which implies 
that his own is not. Louis’ double, in this poem, shares the poet’s condition of 
92See Womack, Craig, “Review of Adrian Louis’ Fire Water World”, American Indian Quarterly, 
17, 1, 1993, pp. 102-10. 
93Louis, Adrian C., “Fallon Rodeo Long Time Ago”, Fire Water World, cit., p. 55.
94Sioux territories are located in Nebraska, Minnesota,  Montana, North and South Dakota, and in 
the Canadian regions of Manitoba and Saskatchewan. 
95Louis, Adrian C., “Fallon Rodeo Long Time Ago”, Fire Water World, cit., p. 55.
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being a half-blood 96 . This elucidation does not seem to have any further 
developments in the poem, the fact remains though, that the poet does specify that 
his bloodline is not pure. The boys’ monkey business, targets the Sioux cowboys 
while they are courting some girls, “You Sioux are homos.” Paradoxically, the 
insult uttered by the young Cal, would have been completely meaningless before 
the advent of Christianity. The absurdity lies in the fact that homosexuality was 
conceived as a gift in Lakota society. The so-called winkte, contraction of the 
word winyanktehca, is now used to define a member of the LGBT community, but 
his original meaning referred to a social category in Lakota society, usually male 
by birth, who adopted the clothing, work and mannerism that Lakota culture 
usually considered feminine-related. Author Richard Erdoes and spiritual leader 
John Fire Lame Deer97thoroughly explain the position of the winkte:
Winkte are men who dress like women, look like women and act like women. They 
do so by their own choice or in obedience to a dream. They are not like other men, but 
Wakan Tanka, the Great Spirit, made them winktes and we accept them as such. To us a 
man is what nature, or his dreams, make him. We accept him for what he wants to be. 
That's up to him. In our tribe we go to a winkte to give a new born child a secret name. 
They have the gift of prophecy, and the secret name a winkte gives to a child is believed 
to be especially powerful and effective. In former days a father gave a winkte a fine 
horse in return for such a name. If nature puts a burden on a person, it also gives a 
power and that which I produce with my hands is "highly desirable." Anog Ite has set 
my feet on both sides of the 'line' and I can see into the hearts of both men and women. 
We are hunters and we keep the house, we cook and do beadwork. I . . . have chosen the 
path I have walked. In the Lakota language there are no personal pronouns and a child is 
simply a child until the age or four or five, when he or she shows that which they are.98
Needless to say, Native American philosophy, about this subject, was light 
years ahead of Western conceptions. Some of the most powerful and influential 
Sioux in history were winkte, and some very well known leaders, like Sitting Bull, 
were given a secret name by them. While historical accounts of their status vary, 
most narratives describe them as regular members of the community, not 
marginalized for their status in any way. Other accounts depicted them as sacred, 
occupying a liminal third gender role in culture, and born to fulfill ceremonial 
96As stated by the 1705 Blood Quantum Law.
97In Lakota, Tȟáȟča Hušté.
98Lame Deer, Fire John, Erdoes, Lame Deer, Seeker of Vision, Richard, New York City NY, 
Simon&Schuster, 1994, p. 153.
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roles that could not be accomplished by either men or women. The poem shows a 
very different situation, as the term “homos” here holds such a violent and 
offensive meaning. The way this derogatory term is used by Cal, is to be intended 
as the nth example of how the twisted mentality of the oppressor has imposed itself 
as a predominant way of thinking. Of course, this is one of the many outcomes 
originated from the “Kill the Indian, Save the Man” policies. The annihilation of 
Native culture began with the eradication of the pre-Columbian creeds and the 
imposition of Christianity, that bore some very peculiar opinions about the LGBT 
subject.
The large number of representations of  death and self-destruction, primarily 
evident in his early volumes, suggests the centrality of the theme. They could be 
interpreted as an omnipresent reminder of his struggle to maintain sobriety. A 
more clear example can be examined in Bloody Thirsty Savages, when he talks 
about the day he took his beloved dog to the veterinarian’s office to be “released”:
Waiting in the vet’s office
someone’s young border collie bitch
prances near our seat.
You stagger to sniff on stiff legs
and fall into a pool of shame,
whining in pain.
The imagery of innocence
lies buried in the dust.
Your body’s tired mandate
won’t send your dreams
to streets of lust.
Several dollars buys release
and I fake no maudlin tears.
I think of the strength
of your quick parade
down the partial path of my years.99
The tone of the poem indicates to the reader that the poet, or one of his 
personae, was really fond of the dog. The dog, loyal companion, embodies the 
qualities of a true warrior, according to Louis’ view. Despite in visible pain, he 
“stagger(s) to sniff on stiff legs”, proof that he is not willing to give up yet. Louis’ 
99Louis, Adrian C., “Blame It on the Dog, He’s Dead”, Blood Thirsty Savage, cit., p. 72.
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double admires his strength, even if apparently they did not share many years 
together. Pain, in every form it manifests itself, can be silenced by half a dozen 
beers, but in spite of his emotional condition, the poet takes his dog as an example 
and refuses to surrender to the bittersweet kiss of alcohol:
Several dollars buys release
and I fake no maudlin tears
but an hour later, I almost wipe
the slate clean
of the chalked days
of four thirsty years.100
The last stanza begins with the repetition of “several dollars buys release and 
I fake no maudlin tears”, as if, tempted to drown his sorrows in alcohol, the poet 
examines again the situation in a sort of internal monologue. The temptation is 
strong, and the consequences of an alternative to drinking appear to be 
challenging, so he wants to be sure of making the right call. Ultimately, he 
acknowledges that it was a narrow escape, but he resolves to remain sober. His 
profound inner turmoil manifests itself in the restless battle with alcoholism. 
Louis’ poetics is not characterized exclusively by a caustic demonization of 
the Wašíču people, it also possesses its own fair share of self-criticism and self-
loathing. He is very realistic on this matter, and admits that Natives did their part 
in the white man’s victory. He himself entered the “white bread” world for a 
period of time. He received his education in white schools, lived in white cities, 
and was asked to teach in white colleges. He feels guilty about that, but the 
biggest remorse is to have let the white world win and, even if it was just for a 
second, wished to be part of it:
Mom climbed out of the cab
and filled a glass gallon jar
at the water fountain by the court house.
Mom was unashamed 
to mix Kool-Aid
in public but when my white
friends with smiling eyes
rode by on their new bicycles
100Ivi.
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I put on an Indian face
and pretended not to see them.
I prayed one day I’d live a life
as white as store-bought bread
where dark lives did not exist
but my prayer was never
answered, thank God.
No, no, no, not God.
Thank you, Grandfather.
Thank you, Grandfather.101
Contrary to his mother, the young Louis here represented, appears to have 
dreamed of living “a life as white as store-bought bread”. When he sees his happy 
white “friends” playing with their new bikes, he succumbs to peer pressure and 
feels ashamed for his Indian standard of living. He considers this stain on his 
reputation hard to remove, since he manages to get deference and accomplishment 
in the very same world that ostracizes and mistreats half of his bloodline. After 
all, dining with the enemy must be a very enticing option, when the alternative is 
a rough path on the edge of self-destruction. Yet he chooses to travel down that 
rough path, like when “at eleven-thirty at night” 102 he is deceived by his 
tahansis103, Jake and the recurring Verdell, into driving them to Whiteclay:
They knew  I’d bitch and moan
but they also knew I’d do it.
I told them that if I could quit 
drinking then anyone could
but these damn tahansis
was stoned to the bone,
far gone beyond the ghosts
of our blood-soiled ways.
We walked to my car
and I mind-plugged my ears.
I refused to listen
to their deathsongs
even though for many years 
those same sad sounds
squeaked past my own lips.104
101Louis, Adrian C., “White Bread Blues”, Blood Thirsty Savage, cit., pp. 102-103.
102Louis, Adrian C., “Stoned to the Bone”, Blood Thirsty Savage, cit., pp. 75.
103 Literally “cousins”, most likely distant relatives or friends.
104Ivi.
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Driven by friendship, guilt, and responsibility, Louis agrees to drive them to 
perform the self-destructive ceremony that he, sadly, knows very well. Liquor’s 
siren’s call is extremely bewitching, and the danger of a relapse is always around 
the corner, but his friends are “stoned to the bone”, and the “blood-soiled” road 
that joins the Pine Ridge Reservation to the largest Nebraska’s alcohol distributor, 
is already haunted by too many ghosts. He is not judgmental towards his tahansis,
because he has sung for many years those death songs he now “mind-plugged” his 
ears from. The relationship between the poet and alcohol and the relationship 
between the fascinating white world and himself are very similar. They are both 
very appealing options, and they both hide very well their  other side of the coin. 
While drinking offers a quick release from mundane concerns, the Wašíču world 
proposes a longer-term solution of happiness and fulfillment. Nevertheless, 
according to Louis’ view, that shiny “white bread” world has been built by whites 
for whites only. It is not inclusive, and his generation needs to learn how to shield 
itself from the flashy razor-sharp smiles that lure them outside the reservations. 
This is probably the reason why he rarely talks about his Ivy League education, 
and why he did not fully took advantage of it, he perceives it as gear of a very 
complex machinery that operates out of interest. Therefore, in order to keep 
fighting the system he needs to remain sober, he cannot allow himself the luxury 
of being incapacitated by the fire water world.
Nevertheless, maintaining sobriety while living in the reservation proves to be 
quite arduous:
When I first went to bars, it wasn’t for women
or booze, but for the keys to the secrets
of this spinning dirt clod.
When I first started smoking, I did so
to look older but this is no list
of my vices and their derivations.
This is only a prayer for black, dreamless sleep.105
105Louis, Adrian C., “Tangled Up in Lilac”, Blood Thirsty Savage, cit., pp. 40.
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Being under the influence of alcohol helps forgetting reality in a self-
destructive way; being painfully sober on the other hand, depending on the case, 
risks to be no less so. In this poem, Louis describes a reality that is too terrible to 
endure, leaving no other choice but to pray for a “black, dreamless sleep”.
This sobriety does not come in sweet softness
but in the mechanical clutches of remembered desires.
My clenched and empty fists are still haunted
by ten thousand ghost bourbon bottles.106
Considering the price to pay for choosing the “mechanical clutches of 
remembered desires”, the alternative gets reevaluated from deranged behavior to 
reasonable option. Louis, in this poem, wants to go deeper into this matter, and 
tries to tackle the issue from a different point of view, suggesting a hypothesis that 
has the potential of being the most painful and hard to accept yet:
Maybe I am as strong as I ever have been.
Maybe I am as weak as my drunken neighbors
fighting and puking, chaotic and angry,
in the invisible stalag their minds
have designed.107
These last lines take into account the idea of a self-imposed prison, a disruptive 
state of mind, that is not ascribable to the Wašíču’s invasion. The poet wonders if 
it is just a phenomenon instructed by a lack of warrior spirit. It is not possible to 
know for sure if those maybes are meant or just a façade, but this is definitely one 
of the main objectives of Louis’ poetic  agenda. Besides the raw representations of 
Indian life, he is very committed to explore the Native Americans’ psyche, and 
willing to scrutinize every possible assumption, even the most thorny ones. The 
106Ivi.
107Ivi.
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greatness of his poetry lies in the tact he manages to hide very well behind the 
gruesome plethora of image she uses in both presenting and investigating his 
world.
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3. She is neither sacred nor profane
Louis’ relationship with women is almost as complicated as his issues with 
alcoholism. Throughout his volumes, this passion for the opposite sex, assumes 
different shapes, from authentic love to insatiable lust. Women of every races are 
seen as a form of compensation for a life of deprivations, he ascribes nursing 
qualities to them, as they are capable of sheltering him and make him feel whole. 
Not a very pioneering conception, but a far healthier alternative to death by liver 
cirrhosis. The simple interaction, no matter how durable, can even satiate that 
permanent thirst for burning liquor:
Outside the gates of even breath
you made my body freeze.
Behind a fan of eagle feathers
I faked invisible pleas.
Explosive you bloomed before me
warm radiance sheathed in silk.
Attempting to quell my liver
I drained your white breasts of milk.108
Women are often portrayed with goddess-like characteristics, precious, 
radiant, fierce, and usually breathtakingly beautiful. The vocabulary used to 
describe them is usually floral-related as their beauty is very earthly and thence it 
flourishes or blooms, or blossoms. The feelings they evoke in the poet’s heart are 
so inebriating that they can almost “quell my[Louis’] liver”. Milk is here to be 
perceived as an opposite of alcohol. The white liquid possesses vital functions, 
and is apparently capable of replacing alcohol, the same liquid that possesses the 
quintessentially killer functions. The women of his poems are idolized at both an 
ideal and a physical level, he acknowledges their wisdom and always puts himself 
in a position of inferiority, especially when in presence of a Native American 
woman, the strong and determined woman par excellence. Yet, as it always is, 
strength is also threatening, especially for someone who thinks to have failed his 
108Louis, Adrian C., “Recurring Nightmare”, Fire Water World, cit., p. 12.
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ancestors’ warrior generation. Women’s firm power accentuates even more his 
lack of courage to commit to fight the war he sees in front of his eyes. 
Furthermore, women can be deceivers to a certain extent. Letting the guard 
completely down can result in a fatal error, for once a man fully experiences the 
benefits derived from relying on someone, he runs the risk of becoming addicted 
to it, and when this support goes missing – usually with good cause – a man falls 
into the depths of insecurity, where the misery is unbearable.
White witch on my throne of winter
don’t just tease dry leaves with ice.
[…]
O polish the goblets brightly
sure, I’ll drink like a withered rose
if you promise to discard this Paiute
far away from your white world snows.109
Halfway to the end, the reader is informed, by the epithet “White witch”, that 
the women in question belongs to the “white bread” world. It is unclear if Louis 
refers directly to C.S. Lewis’ evil white witch, or more generally to the long 
tradition of Nordic ice maidens, but in any case those words evoke the image of a 
beautiful woman who has the power of charming the hearts of men, as well as the 
ability to freeze and shatter them into a million pieces. This character perfectly 
embodies the duality of women, always according to Louis’ view. At the end, the 
poet appears to be willing to make a pact: he will accept what she has to offer 
only in return of the promise that he will be “discarded” “far away from your 
white world snows”, that is the white man world. The references to the goblets110
and to this alleged kingdom of white snows seem to strengthen the Narnian 
hypothesis, and the situation is quite similar. Despite being tempted to give in to 
passion, he is well aware that once he does he will be at her mercy, and this 
frightens him to the point of feeling the need to state that he wants to be 
109Ivi.
110 In the fourth chapter of the C.S. Lewis’ The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, Jadis the White 
Witch uses a goblet with a  steamy potion to corrupt the youngest brother, Edmund. 
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abandoned. The judgment on the woman remains considerably neutral, he does 
not ascribe negative qualities to her based on her skin’s color. The distance he
wants to put between himself and the “white world snows” though, could refer to 
the feeling of exclusivity he always perceived when he was part of that very same 
world. Once again, in spite of his education and lineage, Louis never feels part of 
the Wašíču world. The fact that he “conquered” a white woman, although 
unexpressed, implies a sort of victory on the white man. The woman whose race 
took everything from him, has now addressed her attentions to him, and that must 
count for something.
Being in a relationship with an Indian woman is no easier, according to 
“South Dakota Woman”:
Inevitable are the lies of winter
when in cold coagulation the warmth
was focused into this futile fusion.
In the white and mindless blizzard
of love we eliminated
the temporal dislocation of snow blindness
and saw the possibilities
of something we have come to forget.
South Dakota woman. I remember winter.
Prurient recollection is gravity
debasing my jaded continuum.
In your flanks I saw the blood drive
of brood mares.
In your flanks I saw my warrior sons.111
Here is another example of love as a tool to forget everything else. In a 
winter’s blizzard, possibly one of his life’s, Louis locates a woman and sees “the 
possibilities of something we have come to forget”. This interaction with a Native 
woman, however necessary, effects his mood, reminding him of all lost 
opportunities. The poet sees in her a more suitable companion, capable of giving 
him his “warrior sons”. The relationship with the “white witch”, on the other 
hand, was easier from this point of view, as she did not possess the genetic 
111Louis, Adrian C., “South Dakota Woman”, Fire Water World, cit., p. 14.
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material to give birth to a warrior. At the end it does not matter anyway, as the 
core idea of love is pointless:
South Dakota woman. I remember winter.
How mean and meaningless
our perfunctory trashing
done in the name of desire’s death.
Steamed by the golden orb of August
we sweat and plead
postponing soon separate paths.112
Love is too dangerous, and lust is meaningless as it is not destined to last. 
Louis defines the intercourse as a “perfunctory trashing”, a diversion until they 
will inevitably “separate paths”. His family  history did not set a good example 
since his father left his mother even before he was born. Sentiments of mistrust 
are omnipresent throughout his poems. He does not trust the system, or the white
man, or even himself, so it appears reasonable not to trust the opposite sex either, 
it does not matter how much he needs it. It will just be the nth reason to suffer, 
and eventually surrender.
Despite everything, women exercise a gravitational attraction towards Louis, 
even if he manages to escape, sooner or later he will feel the need to find shelter 
in a woman’s arms. In the first part of “Urban Indian Suite”113, a poet’s double 
“flutter(s) like a ghost”114 for hours in the “empty and angular desert air/between 
loneliness and lust”115. He is somewhere off the reservation, feeling lonely and 
craving for companionship: “but I do need the company of human beings/and I 
need to talk to other skins/and to touch a brown-skin girl.”116 This time his needs 
become more specific, he requires to be remembered that he is part of the Indian 
world, and it takes an Indian woman to do it. In the second part of the poem, he 
eventually finds one and so an ungraceful courting ritual begins:
112Ivi.
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She tries to share her spittled smoke
with me so I smile sweetly
and draw deep her warm decay.
[…]
Speaking the international language of pretense,
I accept the scars of memory.
The ooze of most of my narrative
is little more that booze but 
the cooler my tongue, the more my mouth boils.
Oh, she likes me, and she speaks to my spirit.
Her skin is brown and we both grew up
using outhouses.
She smokes the same cigarettes I do:
Whatever’s free and available.
We are both Indian
and not, never, God-damned Americans!117
A euphoric feeling grows in the poet, as the poem goes on, culminating in an 
outburst of self determination. Never “God-damned Americans”, this is the 
bottom line here. This woman is similar to him, she has the same skin color, she 
shares the same battered childhood, and most importantly, she is as desperate as 
he is. Maybe this is what he is really looking for, someone who can understand 
the pain for the loss of the land, of the culture, of everything. Thanks to this 
woman he can reconnect with his own Indian roots.
In the third part, however, the sun sets again on Louis’ euphoria. His victory 
cry is promptly replaced by an awfully gloomy state of mind. The semantic field 
rapidly turns to decay: “endless beers”, “spook my intellect”, “Gone is that keen 
mind of youth”, “drips the weakest poison”, The bloat, the gray, the angst”; and 
the reader is presented with the image of a temptress whose only aim is to seize 
the spiritual energy of her unaware victim:
I was trapped by a rapacious groin and
cuddled between the passing seasons
like a huge, hairless rodent
allowing any mousetrap of feminine mirth
to refine and define my dirt birthright.
I did not know that woman gives man strength
and then takes it back to double her own.118
117Ibidem, p. 16.
118Louis, Adrian C., “Urban Indian Suite”, Fire Water World, cit., p. 17.
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This passage contains an exemplification of the poet’s trust and commitment 
issues.  Even a minimum level of commitment requires strength, the same strength 
he believes to be long lost, so he prefers to demonize his partner instead of simply 
admitting his own weakness. His submission is unmitigated, he is like a small 
boat on the ocean, completely at the mercy of its waves.
The preeminence of the opposite sex is a recurring theme throughout his 
poetics, and all of his main characters sooner or later come into contact with it:
Wild Indians everywhere
and still women sang.
They mouthed the very sounds of survival
outside the circle of men singing stronger.
The whole world was held in their tawny arms
and the sweetness of brown embrace.
Those siren women softened the impending
demise of that long-dying race
until the raging drum drowned
their elkskin voices.119
Here, the by now familiar tahansi Verdell has just arrived to a Powwow in 
Pine Ridge with the intent of apologizing to his girlfriend and winning her trust 
back. This passage depicts a very common ritual in every powwow, the singing 
circle. The circle of men is singing with stentorian voices, yet the women outside 
the circle “mouthed the very sounds of survival”. Louis ascribes them a solid 
resilience, unlike men, they are the depositaries of the “very sounds of survival”. 
He both admires and feels threatened by them, they are a constant reminder of 
what it means to be a warrior. Yet, the poem also calls them “siren women”, a 
clear reference to the duality of their nature since they also have the potential for 
betrayal. Their chanting seems to mitigate the song of the circle, but eventually 
the men’s “raging drum(s)” smothers their “elkskin voices”. These ending verses 
symbolize that male chauvinism entered the Indian way, since even though 
119 Louis, Adrian C., “Relapse: Blue Spring at Pine Ridge”, Blood Thirsty Savage, cit., pp. 83-84.
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women are considered to be stronger, men will always prevail. Paradoxically, in 
this case their weakness prevails over the opposite gender’s strength.
An additional example of women’s resilience according to Louis’ view, can 
be found in a sweaty fancy dancer: 
At the Pine Ridge Village Pow-wow
Verdell wobbles, hangover,
beneath the pine shades
and curses the ignorant kids,
halfbreeds and fullbloods
break-dancing to Vanilla Ice
on a boom box blasting ten yards 
away from the Porcupine Singers.
Sweating, he watches a ravishing
young lady fancy dancer
kick up the clay dust
that clings to his wine sweat.
She spins like she owns the land!120
A 41-year-old Verdell curls his lips and pretends to be Elvis Presley again, as
he did when he was younger, in order to defend the honor of a pretty and 
determined 14-year-old fancy dancer from the intrusion of some “ignorant kids” 
blasting the despicable white rapper Vanilla Ice on their boom box. Although 
Vanilla Ice and Elvis Presley were both criticized for appropriating African 
American musical genres, the imagery of the latter is valorized and “Indianized” 
while the other is still considered an offense to tradition.121To Verdell the energy 
of the young girl, even if it is for a moment, makes everything else irrelevant. She 
is only fourteen and she is still full of joy and spirit. Diametrically opposed, even 
in terms of age (41 to 14), Verdell “can’t remember what honor/means these 
days”.122As the proponent of the feminine gender, she still embodies the warrior-
like characteristics that men lost long ago. Those very same warrior-like qualities 
that men think to achieve by drinking and beating their women whose warrior 
spirits bring shame on them.
120Louis, Adrian C., “Elvis Presley in Pine Ridge”, Among the Dog Eaters, cit., pp. 26-27.
121 See DeLaney Hoffman, American Indians and Popular Culture, Vol. 1, Santa Barbara CA, 
Praeger, 2012, pp. 57-67.
122Louis, Adrian C., “Elvis Presley in Pine Ridge”, Among the Dog Eaters, cit., p. 27.
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Her spinning binds his heart
with desperate longing
and he sways into recognition 
of the fact that if he could have her,
his whole life would change,
things would be good,
he’d be young again
and his future would stand before him.123
Men, in Louis’ poetics, desperately need women, but they also fear their 
spirits, feeling emasculated of their manliness. Yet, rare epiphanies like this one 
can force, even a man like Verdell, to see clear. He is compelled to acknowledge 
the power of the young fancy dancer, and sees her as a powerful source of energy 
needed to overtake  the pain derived from the loss. “He instantly wants to defend 
her honor”124, and starts reminiscing tenderly  the time he was her age:
Verdell would have laughed at the thought
of dying, when at her age, fourteen
he wore an Elvis pompadour
and did the jitterbug in pegged jeans.
Through the dust of now and then
he smiles and turns his collar up.
Sneering and tightening his stomach,
he mumbles softly,
“One for the money,
two for the show.
Three to get ready,
no go cat, go!”125
The girl has woken him up from his numbness. Most likely, this surge of 
Indian pride will be nothing but temporary. Verdell’s long lost warrior spirit is 
once again part of him, and he is ready to engage in a battle to preserve his culture 
from the irritating attack of the Wašíču world, here represented by the white 
rapper. And while he composes himself, getting ready for the fight, an old, but not 
really Indian, battle cry comes to his mind. Those ending verses are a direct 
123 Ibidem, p. 26.
124Ivi.
125Ibidem, p. 27.
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quotation from “Blue Suede Shoes”, a rockabilly song that was written by Carl 
Perkins in 1955, and released by Elvis Presley the next year. Here, the young 
fancy dancer, as a metaphor of the Indian culture, becomes Verdell’s blue suede 
shoes. As the song says “Well, you can knock me down/step in my face/slander 
my name/all over the place./ Do anything that you want to do/ but ho-ho-
honey/lay off my shoes/don’t you step on my blue suede shoes”126; Verdell might 
be drunk, and hopeless, and half of the man he used to be, but he draws the line on 
this girl. This battle is worth fighting.
“Elvis Presley in Pine Ridge”  is an example of the warrior’s heart that gets 
reawaken, but unfortunately it refers to rare occurrences, usually the pattern 
followed is very different:
The sly goddess darkness
eye-shadowed the street.
Filled it with white cannibals
all looking for meat.
The hush of night
was on her hair.
Her tight mini-skirt
hot-riveted my stare.
She stood so poised
awaiting cars
and the lonely drift
from the closing bars127
“I See an Indian Girl I Used to Know near Larimer Street in Denver” faces 
the problem of Native prostitution. The setting is Larimer Street, a historical 
district at the spot where Denver was founded. It is night, and the white share is 
here represented by “white cannibals”. A girl’s “tight mini-skirt” draws Louis’ 
double’s attention while he is driving. Something is not right though:
126Presley, Elvis, “Blue Suede Shoes”, Elvis Presley, RCA, 1956, 7” Single.
127Louis, Adrian C., “I See an Indian Girl I Used to Know near Larimer Street in Denver”, Blood 
Thirsty Savage, cit., p. 73.
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but I turned my car quickly
and sped from that place
after the bleak horror dawned
that I once knew his face
and still talked to his brothers and sisters.128
The twist is here represented by the fact that the girl turns out to be a boy that 
the poet once knew. It is not clear if the “bleak horror” originated by the raw 
revelation is ascribable to the rejection of his acquaintance’s sexuality or to the 
fact that he “still talked to his brothers and sisters”. Whatever the case may be, he 
chooses to turn the car and run away, betraying him, his brothers and sisters, and 
above all, his people. Here the warrior’s heart is not in control, oppressed by fear.
The lack of commitment with women reflects his attitude towards what he 
considers “his kind”.
One night, “Morpheus must be on a sabbatical”129 and the poet cannot sleep:
and I’m herded into waking dream
where I hear October’s bloodleaves tick
in the wake of a car screech-stopped
on the paved alley behind our house.
A solitary Indian man screams
in the quickness of dry-throat:
Please, you guys, damn you, don’t!
Almost feminine, his voice carries the ghost
of the men and women massacred at Wounded Knee.
Sitting upright in bed it’s impossible
not to hear the dull thuds of pistols
popping in the sharp autumn air.130
Sometimes the reader gets carried, together with the poet, in a dimension that 
is almost oneiric. Here the “waking dream” though, is promptly replaced by a “car 
(that) screech-stopped” and the episode of violence that follows. The adjective 
128Ivi.
129Louis, Adrian C., “Pine Ridge Lullaby”, Fire Water World, cit., p. 51.
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“solitary” before Indian is not an isolated occurrence. The isolation from the 
community implicates a sort of dereliction that often results in death. Not a 
coincidence the fact that his voice “carries the ghost of the men and women 
massacred at Wounded Knee.”Strength is in community, when someone gets left 
behind, his fate is doomed, just like the victims of the 1890bloodbath. Through 
several similar accounts, Louis intends to lay emphasis on the importance of a 
strong sense of union. The fault of this widespread dismemberment is by all 
means ascribable to the U.S. Government and his very efficient divide et impera
policy. Indian termination policies, a series of laws from the mid-1940s to the 
mid-1960s that had the intent of assimilating Native Americans into mainstream 
American society. Of course the “civilization” of Natives began centuries before. 
This new wave of assimilation though, was characterized by a sense of urgency. 
Whether it was consensual or not, tribes had to be terminated. To that end, the 
Congress terminated the special relationship between tribes and the federal 
Government. The intention was to grant Native Americans all the rights and 
privileges of citizenship, reduce their dependence on a bureaucracy whose 
mismanagement had been documented, and eliminate the expense of providing 
deliberate services for native people. In practical terms, the policy led to the end
of the U.S. government's recognition of sovereignty of tribes, as well as 
trusteeship over Indian reservations, and discharge of state law applicability to 
native persons. The Government intended to change the special status of Native 
Americans and force them to become taxpaying citizens, subject to state and 
federal laws, from which they had previously been exempt. These termination 
clashed with the Native American peoples' own desires to preserve native identity, 
and resulted in a political and social activism that, unfortunately, was not even 
nearly sufficient to shield them from cultural disaggregation. 
The Indian man begs his assailants, whose ethnicity remains unknown, to 
spare him but the “dull thuds of pistols” erase all doubts.
Not inviting any silence beyond the drowsy tickles 
of our white, store bought clock I
reach under the bed for my mini-14.
Go back to sleep you say peeking out the window:
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It’s no one you know and none of my family.131
The poet’s double seems to be ready to intervene but the ending couplet curtails 
the poem –and his good intentions– like a guillotine of gargantuan cynism. The 
woman who is trying to sleep next to him offers an unsolicited advice. The 
aforementioned suggestion probably saves his life, but at the same time, seems to 
condemn him to be an accomplice of the crime that has just been perpetrated. 
Here the woman’s voice appears to suggest an act of betrayal, but actually 
embodies women’s qualities such as wisdom, strength and far-sightedness. 
According to Louis’ view, women’s wisdom and acumen make them realize that 
the war they are losing against the Wašíču world, cannot be fought with impulsive 
action such as reaching for the gun and storming outside the house. Their strength 
manifests also in the fact that they are very perceptive of the current social 
situation, and as natural born leaders, they are capable of bearing the weight  of a 
tough decision. Their foresight though, is not always easy to discern for their 
partners, as Louis does not fail to point out in several occasion. Indian men, 
blinded by pain and insecurity, constantly fail to recognize women’s greatness, 
sadly at the expenses of both of them.
131Ivi.
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4. Beans are the essence of the American west
Beyond alcohol and women, Louis has a very complicated relationship with 
his own writing. To him, the words he uses to compose his poems, the very same 
words that he uses to advocate freedom for his people, are an elaborate 
achievement of white culture. His native language is no longer functional for him, 
by now it is long forgotten. The education he received did not contemplate Native 
American studies, therefore he was forced into the “white bread” culture. During 
the imaginary conversation with a “Paiute girl”132named Marilyn – whose faith 
remains unspoken – Louis expresses his disappointment for his education:
We were young and Indian and purer,
than any whitemen school-learned philosophy
but now or maybe then
the deadly saltpeter of time
extinguished the smoldering sage of our love
leaving me here in this polysyllabic lunacy:
this perverse perpetuation
of the white man’s paternalism.133
The poet now despises the education he received at Brown University, one of 
the most prestigious institutions of the country. “[P]olysyllabic lunacy” refers to 
the formal register English that is usually acquired when attending illustrious 
universities, and is clearly a derogatory metaphor for his remarkable literacy. 
These expensive schools are considered to be nothing but the “perverse” 
perpetrators of the “white man’s paternalism”. Every word he uses, subjugates 
him to the invader’s culture, reminding him that even his own language has been 
taken away from him. To protect what is left of his pride, he tries to devalue his 
education and the struggle to achieve it:
132Louis, Adrian C., “After Long silence Marilyn Returns”, Among the Dog Eaters, cit., pp. 5-6.
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And crosstown in the sane precincts
of Brown University where I added rage 
to Cliff Notes and got two degrees
bearded scientists are stringing words 
outside the language inside the  guts of atoms
and I don’t know why I’ve come back to visit.134
Here the poet says with a stern voice that it did not take him much effort to 
receive two degrees. While it is clear why he feels the need to disclose this 
though, it is hard to believe that it corresponds to reality. In fact, Brown 
University, like every other Ivy League University, is very competitive and the 
admission rate is one of the lowest of the American school system. Ultimately, he 
is compelled to admit that:
Here I am in the reservation of my mind
and silence settles forever
the vacancy of this cheap city room.
In the wine darkness my cigarette coal
tints my face with Geronimo’s rage
and I’m in the dry hills with a Winchester
waiting to shoot the lean, learned fools
who taught me to live-think in English.135
The realization of being in the reservation of his mind resurfaces again. It is 
not important what he said before; the final couplet, as it is often the case, exposes 
the inmost truth: he has been taught to “live-think in English”. For the reader, this 
should not be any news by now. Despite the constellation of vivid and sordid 
images, his poetry is an obvious proof of how much Western-European literature 
has influenced him as a writer. His works present very traceable characteristics of 
Romanticism and Postmodernism. His deeply intimate poetry perfectly matches 
the definition of Confessional poetry, a style of poetry that emerges in the United 
States during the 1950s. Like many Confessionalist poets such as Robert Lowell, 
Sylvia Plath, or Anne Sexton, Louis focuses on extreme moments of individual 
experience, the psyche and personal trauma, including previously taboo matter 
134Adrian C., “Elegy for the Forgotten Oldsmobile”, Fire Water World, cit., p. 44.
135Ibidem, p. 46.
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such as decay, sex, and suicide, often set in relation with broader social themes. 
The style of his poems and the solipsistic tendencies position him in a long list of 
Postmodern authors, distancing him even more from any tribal tradition.
As always, the main concerns of  his poetry emanate from the theft of the 
land and the guilt he feels for having received a “white” education. The remorse 
for distancing himself from the reservation is palpable throughout his works, but 
his poetics presents also moments of clarity of mind, in which he realizes that self 
pity is not an honorable reaction nor a solution. In the eponymous poem “Among 
the Dog Eaters”136, Louis tackles the issue of self-indulgence. The poem begins 
with the poet receiving a phone call from one of his “kola” 137 from Pejuta 
Haka138, lamenting about:
These white men come in
and steal our women . . .
They become Indians by insertion! Instant
experts on redskin culture. Once they dip their wicks
they start speaking if Indians as . . . us!139
The term he uses to refer to a white man who has children with a Native 
American woman, is “squaw man”, a dated and offensive term that used to 
indicate a female Indian. His kola though, whose voice seems to act as Louis’ 
Jiminy Cricket, promptly reminds him that:
“The result is novels by white poets who label
themselves Native Americans, anthropological
monographs by liberal assholes,
and more breeds like you.”140
Here the poet faces the reality that he is a half-blood, but what really 
exasperates him is a conversation between two “squaw men” that he overheard in 
136Louis, Adrian C., “Among the Dog Eaters”, Among the Dog Eaters, cit., pp. 18-20.
137 Lakota word for “a very close friend”, literally it implies that they would die for each other.
138 Tribal college in South Dakota.
139Louis, Adrian C., “Among the Dog Eaters”, Among the Dog Eaters, cit., p. 18.
140Ivi.
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a Gas Station Café. There were two white men that were complaining about the 
Natives’ lack of commitment  when it comes to being helped by whites. What 
really infuriates him is that these two white men, who are absolutely not Indians 
even if they think so, appear to be sincerely concerned about the future of Natives, 
while the very same Natives, about the same subject, are completely adrift and 
lethargic. At the end of this poem Louis manages to channel his pain and anger 
into an invigorating energy that fights the enormously debilitated world of his 
people.141
By his naming us victims, we become victims.
When he says we are oppressed,
we learn to oppress each other.
But is he why we must accept welfare?
Is he why we drink and beat our wives?
Is he why we molest our children?
And is he why we are programmed to fail?142
The poet proposes the hypothesis that maybe the future of Native Americans 
is not doomed, once realized the fact that they are not simply “programmed to 
fail”. What if the fault was on them for letting the white culture define their lives 
with their powerful words. As usual, after every surge of pride and positivity, a 
relapse follows. The feeling of powerlessness seems once again too powerful to 
be overcome:
In Big Bat’s Conoco I wanted to scream:
Wake up, you damn people, wake up!
America does not owe you your soul.
You’ve got to grab your balls
and fill them with fire
and stop whining
and drinking like bums,
but all I did was murder
an ant.143
141 On the subject see also Ullman, Leslie, “Betrayals and Boundaries: A Question of Balance”, 
The Kenyon Review, 15, 3, Summer 1993,  pp.182-196.
142Louis, Adrian C., “Among the Dog Eaters”, Among the Dog Eaters, cit., pp. 19-20.
143Ibidem, p. 20.
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Capitulation is probably the keystone of Louis’ poetics, especially if it comes 
immediately after a glimmer of hope. This sort of widespread aloofness triggers 
an oppressive sense of frustration, which is exactly the goal of Louis’ agenda. 
Other than a personal venting, he intends to use his poems to encourage  his 
readers to make an “examination of conscience”. 
Once again, the final couplet is filled with meaning. The supposedly 
“murder” of the ant conceals a deeper import. Throughout the whole poem, while 
the poet was eavesdropping the conversation of the table next to him, he was 
gazing at a little ant that: 
danced in circles around spilled sugar
imitating our Indian nations.
[…]
I watched the formic creature stagger
around the white crystals,
intoxicated upon the largesse
of some alien God.144
The ant is thence a simile for the Indian nations. It goes around in circle, 
circling a crystal of sugar, metaphor for the “white bread” world. It is also 
“intoxicated upon the largesse/of some alien God”, meaning that the appeal of that 
society is both irresistible and harmful, as “intoxicated” is clearly ascribable to the 
semantic field of alcoholism. When he kills the ant, he achieves two very different 
results. On the one hand, killing the “ant” that is futilely  circling welfare checks 
and all sorts of Government support operates as a wake-up call for the entire 
Native American nation. It is an upswing of pride and commitment to improve 
their own life without the help from the Government. On the other hand though, 
the “murder” could be interpreted as an outburst of rage and self-loathing, as if he 
could not cope with it anymore. The poet symbolically puts an end to the 
miserable existence of the Native American people: no more alcohol abuse, no 
more drugs, no more abusing of partners and children, no more pain. 
144Ibidem, p. 19.
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In “Degrees of Hydrophobia”145, Louis paints a different image of his self-
hatred. The poem begins with a quotation of Sherman Alexie’s “The Lone-Ranger 
and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven”146:
“It’s the same old story. How can we imagine a new language when the language 
of the enemy keeps our dismembered tongues tied to its belt?”
― Sherman Alexie147
In “Imagine the Reservation”, an exasperated narrator, probably Alexie,
decides that imagination and creativity are the only tools that will allow his people
to transcend their unfortunate past and their desolate current situation: “Survival = 
Anger x Imagination. Imagination is the only weapon on the reservation.”148 In 
this passage, he qualifies that assertion acknowledging that creativity only goes so 
far for people who suffer from material hardships like poor health or extreme 
poverty. Even Alexie though, appears to subtly recognize the paradoxicality of the 
situation, he is currently advocating for Native Americans to express themselves 
creatively, using fiction written in the language of the invader.
Actually, the passage begins with “4th of July and all is Hell” which is a direct 
quotation of the first verse of Louis’ “Elegy for the Forgotten Oldsmobile”149, 
showing Alexie’s intention to start a conversation with Louis. Consequently, he 
addresses him directly: “Adrian, I am waiting for someone to tell the truth”150 and 
later he refers to him again, “But, Adrian, it’s the same old story”151. After all, 
Alexie indicated in several interviews that Adrian C. Louis is his main source of 
inspiration.152
The poem, like many others, begins with a very familiar situation:
145Louis, Adrian C., “Degrees of Hydrophobia”, Among the Dog Eaters, cit., pp. 64-66.
146 Alexie, Sherman, The Lone-Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven, New York City NY, The 
Atlantic Monthly Press, 1993.
147Alexie, Sherman, “Imagine the Reservation”, The Lone-Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven, 
cit., p. 152.
148Ibidem, p. 150.
149Adrian C., “Elegy for the Forgotten Oldsmobile”, Fire Water World, cit., p. 44.
150 Ivi.
151Ivi.
152See Appendix.
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Sunday night blight.
Drunk beyond syntax and losing
metaphors with Liquid Paper
I enter the blasphemy of prayer.
It does no good to burn sage
in my ashtray, scattering faint hope
to the sacred four directions.153
The poet’s double is very intoxicated, and consequently in a self-pitying/self-
loathing momentum.“I’m the untrainable dog that bites/all he sees and stains all 
the rugs of the world”154, he says. In the second part, the reader gets informed that 
his current status is the result of the fact that he spent his day teaching English at 
the Oglala Lakota College, where he withstood “an eight hour siege/of the 
language of the enemy”; the choice of the semantic field reflects Louis’ thinking 
of being involved in a war with the Wašíču world. Having faced a siege makes 
him a warrior, but considering his poetics in its wholeness, the word warrior-to-be 
is probably a better choice. The concept expressed is the same as Alexie’s, he is 
teaching Native American students  how to fight with words for their people’s 
future, but in doing that, he uses and teaches words that belong to the oppressor’s 
culture.
In the foreground of the poem, Louis is driving home. Suddenly, a “dumbshit 
coyote skitters/in front of my T-bird/carrying a quivering jackrabbit”155 and he 
instinctively “slam(s)/on the brakes”156to avoid him, spilling everywhere the “lone 
can of Bud” that he was holding between his knees. The next day, once again 
“drunk and gleeful/the Redskins won”157, the poet reflects on Natives, concluding 
that even if they were once wild hunters like the coyote from last night, they are 
now more similar to the abandoned dogs that “hang around Sioux Nation 
Shopping Center/with two-legged who were abandoned/as children”. 158 The 
coyote is an animal filled with meaning for almost every single Native American 
culture, therefore not being like him anymore, symbolizes the estrangement from 
153Louis, Adrian C., “Degrees of Hydrophobia”, Among the Dog Eaters, cit., p. 64.
154Ivi.
155Ivi.
156Ivi.
157Ibidem, p. 65.
158Ivi.
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their culture and values. On the contrary, the dogs he refers to, and talks about in 
several other poems, are abandoned and adrift, basically the opposite of  the 
warrior he would like to be. This final similitude leads to the final stanza of regret 
and melancholy for the period when “words had a meaning/when language had 
value/when both men and dogs/were strong silent hunters.” 159 Since  he is 
teaching the language of the enemy, probably it is easier to think that words are 
now meaningless, and once again Louis fails to provide a possible solution, 
perhaps conscious of the fact that there may not be any.
Being a poet somehow balances the fact that he did not become a real warrior. 
His words are his weapons, but he constantly questions their power and their 
usefulness:
In the purity of starlight, I ask Grandfather
to salvage this battered Indian nation
because my words may be no help.
Should the coyotes burst the cold
steel drums, pale white flowers would bloom.
Upon countless crumpled pages
variants of this prayer for the lost 
would be found.160
Louis wishes his words will be capable of breaking the self-destructive loop 
his generation is trapped into, but he is very preoccupied that they “may be no 
help”. He does not seem to have much faith in the future, which is here 
represented by a “dope dealer’s wife”161 holding “a brown baby sprouting/from 
her breast.”162Bitterness is always a remarkable presence in his poems, but this 
time the last stanza ends with a plea to the Coyote:
Should the coyotes burst the cold
steel drums, pale white flowers would bloom.
Upon countless crumpled pages
variants of this prayer for the lost
159Ivi.
160Louis, Adrian C., “A Prayer for the Lost”, Blood Thirsty Savage, cit., p. 17.
161Ivi.
162Ivi.
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would be found.163
If only he could receive help from the spiritual world, in this case represented 
by a coyote, maybe his words could make the difference. The otherworldly spirit 
of the Coyote is asked to topple the garbage bin, where he keeps his lost poems so 
that they could have a new life. Louis appears to be confident that words can save 
the Indian nation, yet he is convinced that his words cannot. 
On the other hand, silence would be equivalent to be colluded with the U.S. 
Government, so he grants his public some of his poems, so that readers can 
understand his existential dilemma. He cannot speak his own people’s language, 
speaking in the oppressor’s idiom is pointless and frustrating, and remaining silent 
is tantamount to be responsible for what is happening to his people. He faces an 
impasse that may be overcome by a process of language appropriation. Louis’ 
proposition seems to be summarized by Rushdie’s 1982 article “The Empire 
writes back with a Vengeance”164. Although Native American studies are not 
ascribable to Postcolonial studies, for reasons which it is outside the scope of the 
present work to investigate, some of Rushdie’s precepts appear to be relevant to 
Louis’ poetics. Native Americans are not part of the “Empire” as it is meant by 
Rushdie, since they were in fact annihilated by a colony of the aforementioned 
Empire. Consequently, they did not even experience a decolonization. 
Nevertheless, tribes are working hard towards a re-appropriation of their cultural 
identity in a way which is similar to what also the ex colonies of the British 
Empire have been doing. Louis, in particular, shares some of the steps towards the 
achievement of a renewed cultural identity that are at the foundation of 
Postcolonialism. The two most significant traits that equate Louis’ works to 
postcolonial literary production are the re-appropriation of language, what we 
have been examining in the last three poems165,and the re-writing of history from 
the losers’ point of view. The last point is widely elaborated throughout his 
poetics. The aim of several of his poems is to provide an alternative view of the 
standard textbook history.
163Ivi.
164See Rushdie, Salaman, “The Empire writes back with a Vengeance”, The Times, 3 July 1982.
165“Elegy for the Forgotten Oldsmobile”, Degrees of Hydrophobia” and “A Prayer for the Lost”.
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In “Statue of Liberty” the reader is presented with the other side of the Lady 
Liberty:
An androgynous scorpion with mothering
claws and stinger behind, you wrench
the victims from the dry loins of earth
and inject their dazzled brains
with the harsh flame of hope.
Cold, worn gears whine inside
your bronzed vulva and dark bodies
are dropped to the tired sea.166
Here, the colossal neoclassical sculpture of Liberty Island is described in a 
fairly anti-mythical and unflattering way. Every aspect of this iconic monument is 
reversed, the Lady becomes a venomous insect capable of contaminating its 
victims with the false promise of freedom. It is like a deceitful beacon of faith that 
lures “dark bodies” to her. Like “legions of smiling buoys”167, immigrants swim 
toward it as if they were blinded by a false god, and they are thankful for that:
But beyond their gleeful yammer,
I can hear faint clicking sounds
filling the awkward gaps
in their prayers of thanks.168
Those embarrassed gaps in their prayers are the Natives that had to die in 
order to achieve their freedom. The fact that the constitutional right to “Life, 
Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness”169 has been founded on a genocide, is 
stressed less and less in media. Louis can hear the voices of the lost and also 
seems to be able to hear a very different version of the facts:
When I listen closely I don’t hear
166 Louis, Adrian, “Statue of Liberty”, Vortex of Indian Fevers, cit., p. 3.
167Ivi.
168Ivi.
169 Part of the Declaration of Independence, 4 July 1776.
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the midnight ride of Paul Revere
but ghosts of dead tribes
bonesinging under concrete.170
The poet heard a different history, instead of commemorating the actions of 
the American patriot171who is famous for shouting “The British are coming”, he is 
more interested in spreading the death songs of his people, buried under the 
pedestal of the worldwide symbol of liberty. He plays the part of an archeologist 
who intends to make some of the pages of American history that were buried very 
deeply and accurately resurface.
In the third part of Vortex of Indian Fevers, Louis expresses his consideration 
about the vastly shared opinion of the almost romantic, aforementioned pursuit of 
happiness. He pretends to be a student writing an essay about western history and 
this is his introduction:
THESIS STATEMENT: The romantic American 
west, that purple-saged cowboy stage where upright 
and rugged individualists of European descent 
carved out their God-given empires with six-guns 
blazing, never existed. All the Hollywood illusion, 
from Tom Mix to John Wayne to Robert Redford, is 
simply bullshit, political and mercantile at its core, 
as has been the bulk of serious literature devoted to 
the west.
[…]
What is the essence of the land and spirit which 
constitutes the backbone of the American Identity? 
Beans. Kidney, pinto, or Anasazi beans. Beans are 
the essence of the American west. Come here dear 
fathers and mothers of skinheads and take a deep 
Dachau whiff.172
Needless to say, his understanding of the western universe is very 
unconventional. In contradicting the idea of a romantic American frontier where 
presumptuous cowboys conquered land with choreographed shoot outs, he quotes 
170 Louis, Adrian, “Statue of Liberty”, Vortex of Indian Fevers, cit., p. 3
171He is best known for alerting the Colonial militia of the approach of British forces before 
the battles of Lexington and Concord,  18 April, 1775.
172Louis, Adrian, “Corral of Flame Horses”, Vortex of Indian Fevers, cit., p. 59.
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some of the most famous male actors of western films. These names are 
considered to be the origin of the mainstream distorted conception of American 
history, the movies they acted in were part of the propaganda that was used to 
reshape history. Indians played the enemy role, just another step of their struggle 
to achieve freedom. Literature also contributed to the circulation of these ideas.
“[P]urple-saged cowboy” refers to the western novel by Zane Grey, Riders of the 
Purple Sage173, a book that played a significant role in shaping the formula of the 
popular Western genre. To properly understand the resonance of Grey’s book, the 
reader must bear in mind that purple sage refers to several woody and herbaceous 
species of plants in the genus Artemisia, that shape the landscapes of Utah, and 
thanks to this novel are now commonly known to symbolize the American 
frontier. The true essence of that period, according to Louis’ view, is reduced to 
“Beans” and a “Dachau whiff”. The former is an object correlative for the 
colonists’ ineptitude to survive, and the latter is a clear reference to the Native 
American holocaust. These statements though, are not acceptable for a school 
paper, so the poet tries to rephrase them:
SECOND ATTEMPT: THESIS 
STATEMENT.
[…] In a nutshell and beyond any 
conversation of quaint manifest destiny, 
primitivism, or cultural colonialism, for the 
Indian the West was simply home and not  
the new frontier, not the European model 
for a new hope. This perception is not new 
but is essential to understanding the West as 
depicted in much of American literature: 
the primitivist and colonial eye, the 
European is complex, sophisticated, 
civilized; the native is the obverse, 
childlike, innocent, natural. This is a 
mechanism of control and children must be 
controlled, educated.174
173 Grey, Zane, Riders of the Purple Sage, New York City NY, Harper & Brothers, 1912.
174Louis, Adrian, “Corral of Flame Horses”, Vortex of Indian Fevers, cit., pp. 59-60.
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The white version of the facts is not properly a version, it is the version, as 
there is not an Indian version, it has been replaced and erased. History is a 
powerful weapon for a society, that is why, perfectly in line with the Indian 
termination policy, the Native Americans’ point of view has been accurately 
mystified. Louis does not fall for it, this is one of the few occasions in which the 
poet is determined to follow through. The MLA format of the poem performs the 
function of setting the reader’s mind into a scholastic environment, because the 
poet’s aim is to highlight the fact that both Natives and non-natives are taught, in 
schools, that Indians were primitive and “childlike” savages who terrorized and 
obstructed the colonies’ God-given mission to pursue their happiness. If words are 
as effective as he thinks they are, it is his duty to appropriate and use some of this 
power to resurrect Indian history. 
Louis appears to know that to fully take advantage of the power of the 
enemy’s words, he must choose them carefully. First of all, they have to be 
capable of fueling the spirit of the warrior that resides inside him, and it becomes 
difficult when he is far from the reservation:
This town where desire
and defeat share the same
bed and give birth to depravity
is no longer a source of pain to me.
[…]
For now, I will withdraw
across the color line to Rushville, Nebraska,
a small American cowturd town
eighteen miles from Pine Ridge
as the buzzard flies.175
Louis refers here to the period when he moved to Rushville, Nebraska. 
Despite the fact that his opinion of the “white bread” world is still quite noticeable 
in the adjectivization of the small American town, living outside the reservation 
eases the pain and the anger: out of sight, out of mind.
175 Louis, Adrian C., “Breakfast at Big Bat’s Conoco Convenience Store in Pine Ridge”, Among 
the Dog Eaters, cit., p. 77.
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Verdell Once said:
If an Indian does not live on Indian land
then he is not Indian.
And I shit you not, the boy is right.
We’re moving back to the reservation
soon when we grow weary of sanity.176
In the last poem of Among the Dog Eaters, Louis makes Verdell say that only 
the Indians that live in the reservation are real Indians. This is in part true, but it is 
also what his poems are about, they need to be able to feed the rage and the pain 
while not mistaking them as part of his identity. The poet is walking on the razor’s 
edge between victimism and provocation. 
Secondly, his poems are unprincipled and insolent. He is perfectly aware of 
being outrageous and not condescending, he is not afraid of offending the white 
reader, and he is definitively not ready to be assimilated to the figure, so dear to 
New Agers, of the spiritual Indian that is in peace with nature. He is as far as 
possible from being in peace with nature, his people have been robbed of 
everything, so he is at war and feels unconditionally entitled to say everything he 
wants to say, no matter what. In the first part of Ceremonies of the Damned, the 
reader finds Louis in a well-known American chain of general stores, while 
Serena, one of his students, comes to his mind:
Nevertheless, I’m thinking of the wondrous
and drool-making beauty of my student Serena
who is flunking but would get an A-plus
and my fuzzy soul if she asked.177
Consistently with his poetics, the young woman is beautiful, energetic, and 
the poet is desperately attracted by her. Louis here is married, and his wife “can’t 
cook worth a damn/is incredibly and increasingly forgetful”178. She is cooking 
venison steaks for dinner, and the poet’s mouth is watering, but he is not hungry at 
176Louis, Adrian C., “Small Town Noise”, Among the Dog Eaters, cit., p. 84.
177 Louis, Adrian, “Petroglyphs of Serena”, Ceremonies of the Damned, cit., p. 3.
178Ivi.
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all. All he can think of is his “Dark Serena with her broken English”179. Finally, 
during summer, he manages to satisfy his obsession:
Finally, Serena was with me.
We were naked, biting each other hard
and the air, oh the air was good
and I drank it in without
the slightest cough of guilt.180
As soon as he reaches upon a glimmer of happiness, the course of events 
follows the same preordained pattern. “Lust comes with a darkblood price./This is 
how darkness comes to me.” begins the next stanza, easing the sorrowful 
revelation of the not-so-unexpected death of the girl, “drunk-rolled”181 in a car. 
After her funeral, Louis has a vision of his beloved Serena, and this is where he 
overturns the mainstream romantic and mystical conception of Indian spirituality. 
He does not want to draw its readers from those who are attracted by 'green 
spirituality,' people that often feel overwhelmed by Western consumerist society.
His idea of the Sacred Hoop is quite consistent with his poetics:
I saw her again – sort of spooky, but
ghost sightings are common around here.
Spirits come and go, to and fro.
She was with some strange-looking Skins,
drove a different car, and looked puzzled,
half-angry when I waved at her.
Acted like she didn’t know me.
Kind of gave me a kiss-my-butt look
and then flipped me the bird.
I shrugged and did the same back to her.
Her car was filled with buffalo heads,
stampeding the ghost road 
to White Clay.182
179Ibidem, p. 4.
180Ibidem, p. 5.
181Ibidem, p. 6.
182Ibidem, p. 7.
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Louis does not recognize himself in the perspective of the Sacred Hoop, in 
which we are all connected to each other and to nature in a never-ending cycle. As 
a matter of fact, his ghosts are ascribable to the Western conception of the angry 
and confused earthbound spirit that remains connected to the mortal realm 
because it is attached to it through unfinished business or an unwillingness to 
move on. The representation of Serena’s ghost though, assumes also a deeper 
meaning. The spotlight moves from the personal sorrow of the poet to the bigger 
picture of the enormous loss of young Indian lives, “She was with some strange-
looking Skins,”. Young Indians that live on the reservation seem to compete 
between them in finding the quickest route to self-destruction, while Louis’ 
generation, or rather, what is left of it, appears to be paralyzed by the pain for the 
loss of everything. During the funeral, Serena’s mother is an objective correlative 
of the paralyzing nostalgia that affects his generation:
we took care of our elders.
There was no AFDC183, no food stamps.
We had gardens, we hunted.
We respected our parents
and we weren’t afraid of work.
In the old days, men did not beat
their women for no reason.
In the old days, children had two parents.
Yes, in the old days I was young and in love,”184
Maybe the problem is in the generational gap, there was a moment when the 
connection between the future and the past was interrupted:
We are all hiding from the truth.
Our children have no respect
because their parents cannot connect
the values of the ancient chiefs
to the deadly grief that welfare brings.185
183Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) was a federal assistance program in effect 
from 1935 to 1996 created by the Social Security Act (SSA), and administered by the United 
States Department of Health and Human Services, that provided financial assistance to children 
whose families had low or no income.
184Ibidem, p. 10.
185Ibidem, p. 9.
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Louis acknowledges the faults of his generation, he pushes for a cultural 
revolution from the base. No more welfare checks, nor dependency from the U. S. 
Government. His people must channel rage and pain into enduring but also seizing 
the western education and using it to bridge the gap between the past and the 
future. They need to regroup and rearm with different and more powerful 
weapons, like Indian history, if they really want to stand a chance against the final 
stage of the assimilation policies. Only if they restore the enlightenment of the 
ancient times, they will be able to overturn the fate of a battle that seems to be lost 
beforehand. 
Unfortunately, once again the vicious cycle cannot be broken, and in the end, 
Louis almost candidly shares that:
One full year, Serena’s younger sister
Thalia said in my motel room.
Must never offend the spirits, Thalia said.
Must never offend the spirits, Thalia said,
or bad shit will happen to you.
[…]
Nothing bad would happen to me.
I laughed and got undressed,
safe and guilt-free
in the snug, smug darkness
of lust.186
“Petroglyphs of Serena” is only the opening poem of the collection entitled
Ceremonies of the Damned, and it serves as a prelude for the rest of the poems. It 
contains a small number of clues for what is going to be the main focus of this 
collection, Louis’ wife’s Alzheimer  disease. The prelude, after a first look, could 
appear as unrelated to the rest of the book, but despite the ponderous darkness that 
engulfs the whole collection, the main theme is the fight for love. A love that he 
donates to his spouse but is never returned to him. Louis is urged to offer her his 
love because she is in need of it, yet his wife at this point does not even know who 
he is. His life requires now a level of commitment that he has always escaped. 
186Ibidem, p. 11.
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Now that he cannot hide anymore the feeling of caring for someone, even the 
longing for his poems to be restorative of a social and cultural consciousness
resurfaces. Through these very intimate works, the reader can catch sight of the 
pure shard of selflessness that is mounted in Louis’ heart.
And I pray that I could take all men’s
infirmities of flesh, all the little cancers,
the tooth cavities, the blackheads,
the failing kidneys, the wrinkling skin,
the allergies, the clogged arteries, the aphasias,
take all those bad things from one’s body, suck
them out by cosmic means, compress all those
negatives into a compact ball of black star mass
and hurl it into the sun.187
This part might seem quite unrealistic, but as he perseveres in talking to his 
wife even if she never responds back, he is not ready to give up his dreams for a 
better future. It appears that he was a warrior in the first place, even if he was the 
first not to believe it. 
Louis’ poetics offers no solutions, but extensively enunciates the problems of 
the contemporary Native American society. By doing so, he never stops hoping 
that his work will be capable of planting the seed of hope in his readers, like the 
one his wife planted in him when he met her:
Later, staggering around in the black,
moonless night, I heard 
a whirring in the sky.
A flock of crows landed on me
and carried me across town.
They dropped me down
inside her bedroom.
I sat on her bed and watched her undress
and then I fell deep asleep.
I awoke fourteen years later,
my morning mouth full
of black feathers,
eternal fear,
forlorn hope, and restless love.
Are our wings broken, darling?
Or have we simply forgotten
how-the-Christ to fly?188
187Ibidem, p. 57.
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“[E]ternal fear, forlorn hope, and restless love” are the elements necessary to 
learn to fly again. His wife’s disease has brought him to clear his poetry of the 
indecency and the omnipresent sarcasm that characterize the rest of his works. 
Louis bids the reader farewell with these words:
Skin memories fading.
Skin memories being created.
Love impossible. Love still possible?189
Trying has become more and more important, it is the key component of 
progress.  The answer is yes, of course love is possible, and although it may sound 
Romantic and anachronistic, I entrust my opinion to the skillful pen of David 
Mitchell, “Yet what is any ocean, but a multitude of drops?”190
188Louis, Adrian, “Black Crow Dreams”, Ceremonies of the Damned, cit., pp. 56-57.
189Louis, Adrian, “This is the Rez”, Ceremonies of the Damned, cit., p. 70.
190 Mitchell, David, Cloud Atlas, London, Sceptre, 2004, p. 597.
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IV. Skins
They say it’s loneliness
that makes the snake strike in anger.
Self-pity and panic rob my compassion
but I yearn to revive you
and say that I’m sorry in words
as dark as the buffalo’s slaughter.
Doksa, Mogie-man. You were a tough guy.
You drank the tough whiskey.
You drank the tough beer.
You drank the toughest wine.
And these tears flowing down my face are for you.
See you later. Doksa.191
The first edition of the novel was published by Crow Publishers in 1995 and 
marks the beginning of Adrian C. Louis’ career as a novelist. After seven 
collections of poems, several short stories, and a great deal of sketch stories, that 
were often included in the collections creating a commingling of genres, Louis 
decides to commit to writing a full novel. Skins establishes a connection with the 
poetical background that came first both on a thematic and a setting level. As 
usual, the setting is the reservation and its adjoining cities, the dream dimension 
and the places sacred to Native Americans, while the main themes are alike to 
those that he tackles in his poems, consisting of alcoholism, loss, domestic 
violence and grief.
Skins caused considerable debate when first released. It was immediately 
interpreted as a bold attempt to represent a gritty vision of reservation life; on the 
whole, critical reception was fairly positive. Here are James Welch’s words in 
reviewing the novel:
Long a much-respected, important poet, Adrian Louis has turned his hand to novel 
writing -- and he does it with a bang. Skins will cause some ripples, both on and off the 
rez. It is a wonderfully written novel, filled with great characters, savvy humor, and true 
191 Louis, Adrian C., Skins, cit., pp. 285-286.
83
compassion. Adrian C. Louis is one of those writers we wait for and, believe me, he 
doesn’t disappoint.192
Among the several other preeminent Native American authors who 
commented on Louis’ first novel, Sherman Alexie was one of the most outspoken:
Adrian C. Louis has written a violent and dangerous book about twentieth-century 
Sioux Indians. This novel is a complex portrait of racism and brotherhood, sexism and 
affection, murder and redemption, alcoholism and laughter. These are not the simple 
Sioux of “Dances with Wolves.” These are not 'Native' Americans. These are Indians 
(yes, Indians) living, dying, and loving on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South 
Dakota. Skins is about the love between brothers, men and women, parents and children. 
Believe me, despite all the pain and because of the pain, this is a love story.193
Ultimately, even Joy Harjo, Mvskoke author and distinguished 
exponent of what critic Kenneth Lincoln termed the Native American 
Renaissance, effectively reviewed Louis’ work:
This is a fierce first novel, set not far from Wounded Knee - in the whirlwind of 
destruction set off by the collision of cultures. In this place are all manner of hellish 
tests, linked with a wicked humor. The telling is honest and stark, perfect for this raw 
and powerful tale.194
The book used to produce this present work was published by Ellis Press in 
2002, in occasion of the release of its cinematographic adaptation of the same 
name. The movie, second work by Native American director Chris Eyre195, was 
shot in Pine Ridge Reservation and features Academy Award Nominee Graham 
Greene in the role of Mogie, and a cameo of Native American activist and writer 
192Welch, James, “Skins Review”, Times Literary Supplements, May 2 1995, p. 39.
193Alexie, Sherman, “Skins Review”, https://adrian-c-louis.com/skins/, (28/04/2016).
194Harjo, Joy, “Skins Review”, https://adrian-c-louis.com/skins/, (28/04/2016).
195 Debut with Smoke Signals in 1998,  an independent movie based on the short story “This is 
What it Means to Say Phoenix” from Sherman Alexie’s The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in 
Heaven.
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Winona LaDuke. The screenplay was written by Louis himself and Jennifer D. 
Lyne, and it was distributed by First Look Pictures. The movie premiered at the 
2002 Sundance Festival receiving mixed reviews.
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1. Synopsis
Rudy and Mogie Yellow Shirt are two Lakota Sioux brothers living on the 
Pine Ridge Indian Reservation in South Dakota. Rudolph “Rudy” Yellow Shirt is 
a tribal police Lieutenant that struggles to care for his brother, nephew and the rest 
of the town through the hands of law. The elder brother, Albert “Mogie” Yellow 
Shirt, is an unemployed wino with a teenage son. He resists Rudy's attempts to put 
him back on track, preferring to drink and joke about the depressed state of their 
people and town. As the plot unfolds, the reader gets to know that they were 
raised in a condition of dire poverty and that both served in Vietnam during the 
Second Indochina War.
The story begins when Rudy is twelve years old, and gets bitten by a spider. 
Mogie tells him it was Iktomi, the trickster spirit, who, on that occasion, entered 
his body; this spider appears several time to Rudy throughout the novel and 
thanks to this “possession”, Rudy begins to wander outside the lines of the law.
Then, 29 years later, Rudy is 41 years old and he is sent on a police call to 
investigate a case of domestic violence at the Blue Hawk house. When he gets 
there, he finds the nth case of wife abuse, but this time it is different. A blood trail 
leads him to a dumpster where he finds the Blue Hawk’s infant son stabbed 
almost to death by his own drunk father. Unfortunately, this is only one of the 
many horrors depicted in the novel, which create the gloomy atmosphere that 
permeates the reservation. The main case that Rudy is called to face is the 
homicide of a young alleged homosexual boy. One night, while on patrol, he finds 
in an abandoned house the bloodied, dead body of a young man named Red Tail 
who has been raped and kicked to death. Rudy sees someone in the darkness, but 
the stranger escapes and Rudy trips and falls onto a rock before he can identify his 
quarry. Rudy's medicine man, Ed Little Eagle, tells him that rocks are very 
spiritual and Rudy begins to worry that something has really gotten into him, 
giving birth to a sort of doppelgänger  vigilante, called the Avenging Warrior. 
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One day, while he is having dinner at Big Bat’s Conoco Mini-mart, he  sees a 
teenage boy wearing the same shoes as the figure who ran away from the scene of 
the murder, and follows him. Rudy overhears the boy bragging and talking with a 
friend about what they did. Disgusted, he paints his face with black shoe polish, 
pounces up on the boys with a baseball bat and viciously beats their kneecaps, 
announcing himself as the ghost of the murdered winktes. Meanwhile, his 
marriage with the Chippewa woman, Vivianne Ladeux, comes to an end, and she 
leaves him claiming that their love is long exhausted. Initially Rudy feels 
abandoned, but then, believing to be possessed by Iktomi, he seems to feel young 
again and begins having a few affairs with married women. One of them is Stella 
Janis, the wife of his cousin Stork. Rudy falls in love with her, and after Stork’s 
premature and sudden death, he settles down with her. Angered by Storks’ heart 
attack and by the fact that the reservation is drowning in alcohol and everyone
seems to be unconcerned about it, Rudy decides that it is time for the Avenging 
Warrior to strike again and -- again with a painted face -- sets one of the three 
Whitclay’s liquor stores on fire. Unknown to Rudy, Mogie was on the roof of the 
building trying to steal some alcohol. Mogie barely manages to escape and 
survives, but is burned and severely scarred. Shocked, Rudy realizes how childish 
and useless is for him to play the part of the justice vigilante and visits Ed Little 
Eagle to get instructions on how to deal with Iktomi's spirit, through a particular 
kind of Sweat Lodge Ceremony.
During Mogie’s stay in the hospital, the doctors discover that he is dying, 
because of his failing liver. Rudy, consumed by guilt, tells Mogie that he started 
the fire and when asked for the reason that drove him to start the fire, he is struck 
by the resurfacing of a long forgotten memory: the image of his brother playing 
with himself next to their passed out mother, after a football game in 1967. After a 
brief altercation the two brothers forgive each other and promise to be open 
hearted with each other. Despite of that, Mogie does not inform Rudy that his 
cirrhosis is terminal and Rudy finds that out from Stella, who happens to work as 
a nurse in the hospital where Mogie has been admitted.  
After he is released from the hospital, Mogie, his son Herbie, Rudy, and 
Aunt Helen – their father’s sister --have dinner together, and Aunt Helen talks 
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about the origin of the Yellow Shirt family, whose roots are not Oglala but 
Minniconjou, from up north on the Cheyenne River reservation, and reveals they 
all descend from a warrior ancestor. Their great grandfather marched down to 
Pine Ridge with Chief Bigfoot in December 1890 and after the Wounded Knee 
massacre he married a thirteen-year-old Oglala girl named Wanbli Yuha Win –
Little Eagle – marking the beginning of the Yellow Shirt family.
When Rudy becomes aware of the fact that his brother is never going to tell 
him about his cirrhosis and that he has only a few weeks to live, he decides to 
confront him. Mogie replies that he did not want him to know but that there is one 
thing he can do to make up for it. As his dying wish, Mogie asks Rudy to help him 
blowing off the nose of George Washington's face on Mount Rushmore. Rudy 
calls the idea crazy, but moved by his brother’s condition promises to help him.
Mogie’s plans do not come into being though, because his life is shaken by 
the nth terrible death. Responding to a police call of a man stuck in a coyote trap, 
Rudy arrives outside Wally Trudeau’s house to find that the victim, now dead, is 
Mogie's drinking partner Verdell Weasel Bear. The owner of the house is a white 
sociology instructor at Akicita Community College, married to Rondella Black 
Lodge, a Lakota woman. Rudy knows him because he already arrested him twice 
for domestic violence. Rudy describes him as a “wannabe Cherokee nutbag”196
and for that, he despises him. Above all, Wally and his wife seem to have no 
remorse for the man's death, claiming that they had experienced several burglaries 
over the past months. When Mogie finds out the story behind his friend's death, he 
goes to Trudeau’s house with a gun. While he is aiming from the backyard at 
Wally’s head with his rifle, he is dissuaded from using it when a child appears in 
the room. Rudy attends his medicine man’s Sweat Lodge Ceremony, which 
proves to be harder than he thought, but when it ends he feels like he has got 
ridden of Iktomi.
Mogie gets hospitalized and dies of pneumonia shortly after his son's 18th
birthday. A letter Mogie wrote before his death asks Rudy to care for his son. 
Rudy finds out that the liquor store is being rebuilt, and will now be twice as big 
and have two drive-in windows. Avenging Warrior’s actions have proven to be 
196Louis, Adrian C., Skins, cit., p. 248.
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even more pointless than before. Rudy decides then to complete his brother’s 
master plan, buys a large can of oil-based red paint and drives to Mount 
Rushmore. He climbs to the top, and standing on the head of George Washington, 
he ponders whether his plan is stupid, and decides not to complete the task. As 
soon as he does, he experiences a sense of peace like he never experienced before. 
Eventually he feels like he has tossed away his guilt over Mogie as well as 
Iktomi’s hold on him and his Avenging warrior alter ego. For once he feels almost 
complete, yet something is still missing so he chooses to make his tribute to 
Mogie by throwing the can of paint that drips down the side of George 
Washington's nose, almost like a rivulet of bloody tears. Then he looks up in the 
sky, sees a star twinkling and thinks that it might be his brother thanking him.
89
2. Structure
The novel is composed of thirty-six chapters of variable length and style, 
preceded by a prologue that opens the narrative in medias res, telling the story of 
how the trickster Iktomi – presumably – possessed the young protagonist. Quite 
significantly, the episode of the spider’s bite, which has a major impact on 
Rudy’s life and causes the most disparate outcomes, is located “outside” the story, 
which is structured in chapters. In this way, Louis positions the alleged fantastic 
element outside the main narration, as if his intention was to dissociate himself 
from any possible fantastic interpretation of the novel. The first chapter begins, 
again in medias res, situating the starting point of the story several years later and, 
in Proppian terms, altering remarkably the syuzhet. 
The narrative perspective used in Skins is classifiable as a third-person 
subjective, also known as internal focalization, meaning that the reader is limited 
to thoughts and perceptions of some particular character. The focalization is 
generally set on the main character, Rudy Yellow Shirt, but throughout the novel 
a phenomenon named alternative narrator occurs. The focal character switches 
from Rudy to his older brother Mogie. This circumstance takes place in one fourth 
of the total chapters, in fact, out of thirty-six, nine of them are narrated from 
Mogie’s point of view. These nine chapters197 are generally very short, usually 
two or three pages, and appear to be nothing more than sketch stories that narrate 
events unrelated with the main plot, but nevertheless necessary to establish a 
deeper connection between the reader and the hopeless Mogie Yellow Shirt. The 
fact that these nine chapters begin with chapter number nine and that the 
alternative narrator appears every 3 chapters on average might seem emblematic, 
but there are in fact no evident traces of a numerological structure. An exception 
is represented by chapter thirty-four, which consists of a letter that Mogie wrote to 
his younger brother. From a structuralist point of view, the narration stops and 
begins again in the following chapter. In terms of narrative voice, the story is 
197The concerned chapters are: nine, eleven, thirteen, sixteen, nineteen, twenty-three, twenty-six, 
thirty, thirty-two.
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conveyed by a character voice in both Rudy and Mogie’s chapters, but in chapter 
thirty-four, Louis uses an epistolary narrative voice, entrusting Mogie’s thoughts 
to a letter for his brother Rudy.
Undoubtedly these are Eurocentric literary guidelines, therefore they must be 
applied with caution to the novel. I questioned myself extensively whether it was 
appropriate to apply my westerly education and interpretation strategies to a work 
so distant from me in social and cultural terms. Then again, it must be reminded 
that Louis received his education at Brown University, where he earned a Master 
of Arts in creative writing, so it would be perfunctory not to bear it in mind when 
analyzing his works. In a certain way, despite of a very different background, 
Louis received the very same westerly education that I had access to and am 
currently using to outline the structure of his novel. His style and binding of 
fabula and syuzhet are on point with different literary genres, perceived as 
westerly culture-related, as Postmodernism and Postcolonialism. Needless to say, 
this work of mine is not intended to investigate whether Louis’ production is 
ascribable to a defined literary movement, these claims are merely explanatory of 
why I chose to employ structuralist theories to examine a Native American Novel.
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3. Space 
They owned one hundred and sixty 
acres and they leased a hundred and forty of 
them to a white man named Marvin Herrin. 
He raised wheat and made big money on the 
acreage he leased from the Yellow Shirts and 
other Indians. Herrin lived on some land he’d 
bought about a mile and a half from Rudy’s 
onsika – pitiful – house and he’d built a 
magnificent two-story brick house there on 
once tribal land.198
Notions of space, in literary criticism, have often served to underline concepts 
of fundamental cultural difference and of ethnic opposition. In Native literature, 
space generally holds a very special importance, not only as a physical entity, but 
also as mythical landscape and contested territory which is seen as a metaphorical 
location of identity and resistance. Spatial construction, in Natives’ production, 
has been dominated by a focus on the importance of land and the consequences of 
its loss. As I have already tried to show in the previous chapter, Louis is quite 
outspoken about the outcomes of the loss of the land for Native Americans. 
Kenneth Lincoln claims that the question of identity for the protagonists of 
Native literature is paramount for the reading of space; identity, plot and land 
intertwine significantly. In a certain sense, the land is employed as a background 
for the action, a place is both a material and a symbolic location, denoting a sense 
of belonging to a community.199Similarly to Lincoln, Robert Nelson interprets the 
re-appropriation of a cultural identity as a process that is entirely dependent on the 
re-discovery of a “sense of place” as well as of a sense of community:
For both the writer creating the fiction and the fictional protagonist discovering or 
creating a viable identity, the physical landscape functions in these works as dependable 
constant: the land as a place provides them with a referential framework that lies, 
198Louis, Adrian C., Skins, cit., p. 5.
199See Lincoln, Kenneth, Native American Renaissance, Berkley CA, University of California 
Press, 1983.
92
undistorted by the imaginative operation of either the writers or the protagonists, 
‘outside’ the postmodern temperament but, as things develop in each of these fictions, 
as the basis for recentering of self-consciousness as well.200
The land is considered to be timeless and therefore timelessly bound to its 
indigenous inhabitants. The reader must therefore consider landscapes, Nelson 
argues, as “pre-verbal, pre-conceptual, pre-cultural frames of reference”201; and 
these frames, he concludes,
shape the creative vision and language of these text in much the same way the 
language and vision characteristic of the respective tribal traditions must have been 
shaped. Reproduced ‘realistically,’ the landscapes of these texts are themselves living 
texts and can be read in any language.”202
In his book, Nelson states that contemporary Native American writing should 
be seen as a direct extension of the oral tradition. As a consequence, the focus on 
the transition from the oral to the written often leads to neglect the analysis of a 
specific spatial dimension, which in fact, on closer scrutiny, turns out to hold a far 
more preeminent function than a mere descriptive one.
This enduring emphasis on the land can be felt at a psychological, cultural, 
and spiritual level and is intensified by the juxtaposition between the urban setting 
and the reservation. Most of the Native American literary production, Skins
included, tends to regard the reservation as a space which, though far from 
perfect, at least feels like home, while the city is the negative counterpart that 
generates the majority of the problems troubling tribal societies. At the same time, 
however, following Katja Sarkowsky’s suggestion 203 , the issues of spatial 
construction in Native writing cannot be reduced to the opposition reservation-
home / city-origo mali. The second wave of Native American Renaissance 
authors, to which Louis belongs, dilated the concept of space beyond the physical 
200 Nelson, Robert, Place and Vision: The Function of Landscape in Native American Fiction, 
New York City NY, Peter Lang Publisher, 1993, p. 6.
201Ibidem, p. 9.
202Ivi.
203See Sarkowski, Katja, Alternative Spaces, Heidelberg, Universitätsverlag Winter, 2007, pp. 9-
20.
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dimension into something that, in accordance with the theories of Henri Lefebvre 
and Edward Soja, took the name of “Third Space”.
[T]he space where all places are, capable of being seen from every angle, each 
standing clear; but also a secret and conjectured object, filled with illusions and 
allusions, a space that is common to all of us yet never able to be completely seen and 
understood […] Any attempt to capture this all-encompassing space in words and texts, 
for example, invokes an immediate sense of impossibility, a despair that the 
sequentiality of language and writing, of the narrative form and history-telling, can 
never do more than scratch the surface of Third space’s extraordinary simultaneities.204
This very complex concept of “Third Space” is connected to the social 
dimension, and functions essentially as the metaphorical location that assumes the 
features of a “location of resistance” 205 . Space is intended as a dynamic 
construction, a concept that includes cultural and political aspects. “Third Space” 
Theory could be employed to clarify some of the aspects of the 
underdevelopment, assimilation and social exclusion which characterize 
reservation life. The reservation is intended as a web of connections based on 
affinities – social extraction, location, kinship – that can very well operate as a 
"poverty trap". It is true that Pine Ridge Reservation can be identified in Bhabha’s 
words as a “hybrid space”, where traditions and social identity intertwine with the 
historical, cultural, and ideological superfluity of the “white bread world”. 
Drawing on Bhabha, Soja states that every human being is a sum of their 
exclusive set of affinities. This hybridism of identity factors appears to have its 
reflection in the symbolic conditions and locations of cultural exchange. The 
historical component is a great hindrance that prevents this place from turning into 
something different: Pine Ridge narrates a violent story, a massacre, it will never 
be able to embody the qualities of a space where different cultures can really 
meet. In “Elegy for the Forgotten Oldsmobile” Louis proposes, perhaps 
unknowingly, the existence of an imaginary reservation, located inside Native 
Americans’ mentality, that traps them into continuously repeating the same self-
destructive patterns. This self-imposed confinement, made of the sum of their 
204 Soja, Edward, Thirdspace. Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined Places, 
London, Blackwell, 1996, pp.56-57.
205Ivi.
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identity factors, keeps them from achieving a better life condition within the 
physical reservation they live on. And that is exactly what I’m in the reservation 
of my mind means.
Adrian C. Louis, is a mixed race, part Indian and part American, that received 
a mainly canonical western education, so it comes natural for him to draw literary 
elements from both worlds. His cultural syncretism characterizes the construction 
of Skins’ textual spaces.
The importance of space in Louis’ novel is signaled by the very positioning of 
the spatial references. For instance, in the first two chapters headings seem to have 
a locative function, as the chapters both begin with a single sentence collocated 
outside of the text are to immediately focus the reader’s attention on space and 
time:
One
Whiteclay Dam, Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, summer 1991.
IT WAS FRIDAY AND LIEUTENANT RUDY YELLOW SHIRT didn’t have to 
be back on police duty until Monday.206
Time and place are here italicized and positioned before the beginning of the 
narration, as if they were some kind of stage directions. The preeminent position 
of these indications can be used as a measure of their importance, Louis wants the 
reader to locate the place of the events before starting to narrate them. The 
primacy of place manifests itself right at the beginning of the book and 
subsequently, at the beginning of almost every chapter. In Rudy’s chapters, Louis 
wants the reader to be constantly aware of where the character is, or where he is 
heading. Mogie’s chapters are an exception, but they will be analyzed later on.
Predictably, the majority of the plot unfolds in the reservation. The Pine 
Ridge Indian Reservation, known in Lakota language as Wazí Aháŋhaŋ Oyáŋke, is 
a South Dakota reservation inhabited prevalently by Oglala Lakota, one of the 
seven sub-tribes that constitute the Great Sioux Nation. It was instituted in 1889, 
206Louis, Adrian C., Skins, cit., p. 7.
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today it consists of approximately 9,000 km2 and it is the eighth-largest 
reservation in the United States. The population fluctuates around 30,000 
inhabitants, and almost the totality of them are enrolled members of a tribe.
In Pine Ridge Reservation, the situation can be easily defined as critical. 
According to a 2010 U.S. Government census207, the 80% of the residents (against 
a national average of roughly 10%) are unemployed. The healthcare statistics are 
also critical, the infant mortality rate is five times higher than the national average, 
while the average life expectancy is estimated to be 48 for males and 52 for 
females, the lowest in the U.S. and the second lowest in the western hemisphere 
after Haiti208.
It is worth remembering that Louis is not an Oglala Lakota, but rather an 
enrolled member of the Lovelock Paiute tribe. Therefore, the reason why he chose 
to set his novel in Pine Ridge Reservation is to be found elsewhere. Louis taught 
at Oglala Lakota College for 14 years (1984-1998), hence he is very familiar with 
the current situation of the reservation, in fact most of his poems are set on or 
about the reservation itself. It is clear then that he is particularly attached to Pine 
Ridge and its dreadful dynamics. Furthermore, Wazí Aháŋhaŋ Oyáŋke
encompasses some of the most tragic pages of Native American history, and has 
became the symbol of the worst consequences of colonization. The Pine Ridge 
territory is sadly known to have been the stage of the Wounded Knee massacre; 
Tokala Ta Onakinjin – Stronghold Table –, a rock mass on the Badlands, was the 
location of the last of the official Ghost Dances. As part of the cultural 
assimilation policies, the U.S. Government strove for a long time to terminate this 
religious movement, and that eventually led to the Wounded Knee Massacre that 
occurred on December 29, 1890. Guided by Chief Spotted Elk, a group 
of Húŋkpapȟa Siouxand Mnikȟówožu Lakota people sought sanctuary at Pine 
Ridge after escaping from the reservation of Standing Rock, where Sitting 
Bull had been shot dead during a bungled confrontation. The families were 
intercepted by a heavily armed detachment of the Seventh Cavalry, which shot 
them in the back while they were fleeing, killing 300 hundred men, women and 
207 See http://www.sdtribalrelations.com/new/tribalstatprofiles/oststatprofile2011.pdf
(08/05/2016).
208 See http://www.redcloudschool.org/reservation (08/05/2016).
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children. This was one of the largest engagements between the U.S. army and the 
Native American tribes, marking the end of the western frontier. In Native 
American literary production, Pine Ridge holds a very deep cultural importance as 
emblem of the Indians’ resistance, and paradoxically, as a representative image of 
reservation life.
The first visual description of the reservation is the place where the Yellow 
Shirt brothers used to live with their parents:
The Yellow Shirt castle, an old log house with a haphazard modern addition, was 
located about six miles east of Pine Ridge 209 near Wolf Creek. Their house had 
electricity, but they had no running water. They had an old pump house and they carried 
water to the house in buckets. Whenever they needed to take a bath, they had to heat 
huge roasters of water on the woodstove and then dump that hot water in an old tin 
tub.210
This description suggests that during their childhood they were living in dire 
poverty. The decrepit environment though, does not completely possess the status 
of a negative place. The obvious disadvantages they were forced to live with do 
not represent a negative aspect of their life, or at least, they were not perceived to 
be so. Considering that the reservation was the only reality they had ever known, 
it was a completely normal situation to live in. 
His brother Mogie and their friend Oliver Tall Dress were sitting on the hood of a 
broken-down, black ’52 Ford perched on wooden blocks. In the wintertime when the 
Yellow Shirts hunted deer, or even rabbits, they used the trunk of that old car as a 
freezer.211
This is a clear example of how reality might be perceived in very different 
ways according to the social position of the observer. Here the young brothers are 
described to be playing in some kind of abandoned lot situated behind their home. 
Nevertheless, this is a fond memory for Rudy, whose nostalgia for the past is only 
209 Not to be confused with the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, this is actually its most populous 
community and headquarter of the Oglala Sioux Tribe.
210Louis, Adrian C., Skins, cit., p. 5.
211Ibidem, p.1.
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mitigated by the memories of a violent alcoholic father. He seems to project a 
positive light onto his past, as the following passage clearly witnesses, with his 
house, thoroughly similar to any other house on the reservation, unbelievably 
described as “in much better shape”:
[T]he kind of crackerbox that winter slices through. The type that becomes a 
barbecue pit in summer. It was a house that the big, bad wolf could huff and puff into
oblivion with his rank, meaty breath. Never mind a tornado.
This faded, split-pea green house was the exact duplicate of the one Rudy lived in, 
but his was in much better shape.212
Here Louis uses Rudy’s perception to generalize about the situation of 
poverty spread in the reservation. Thanks to this passage, and to many similar 
others , the reader gets to really understand the life conditions of Pine Ridge 
inhabitants; a lifestyle matching the 2000 census data213 that stated that over the 
97% of the population at Pine Ridge reservation lives below the federal poverty 
line, with a territorial median income of approximately 2,400$ to 3,200$ per year.
Later in the book, when Rudy is 42 years old, his perception of the world 
surrounding him is very different:
Running through the doorway, Rudy felt like he had entered an alien world, but these were 
his oyate – his tribe. So many of his Oglala people had lost their basic self respect in the past 
decade that they’d even infected those few who still had not lost hope. They infected him and the 
rest of their Sioux world with a spooky, restless sense of hopelessness.214
Here Rudy, while on police duty, is called to investigate a presumed case of 
domestic violence. He is about to face a very complicated situation that involves 
an abusive drunkard that violently beat his wife and stabbed his newborn baby 
almost to death. Therefore, he is entering a very negative space, ruled by dreadful 
dynamics. His first reaction while getting in the house is a feeling of 
extraneousness that almost keeps him from proceeding, but then his work ethics 
and the consideration for his tribe prevail. This is not the only time in which he 
212Ibidem, p. 41.
213 See http://www.census.gov/aian/census_2000/ (13/05/2016)
214Ibidem, p. 22.
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feels like “an alien on the land of his ancestors”215: growing up, Rudy seems to 
have become aware of the harsh life conditions on the reservation. As a 
consequence, the physical space is now negatively connoted  and the “Third 
Space” does not seem to match the physical one. He is conscious to tangibly 
belong  to this negative space, but at the same time he feels like an “alien”, as if 
his mindset and identity were no more ascribable to the environment that 
surrounds him. Rudy is there, but he is not really there. He definitely wants to be 
there for his oyate, but concurrently, from his perspective, he no longer feels part 
of that tribe. He is concerned especially with the new generations, “[T]hese teens 
seemed like alien beings to him”216. The sense of detachment is so strong that he 
is not only a stranger to this place and people: he regards himself as an 
extraterrestrial being.  Interestingly enough, at this point, the reservation is 
described as a cancer that has infected some of the inhabitants, which in turn 
spread the sickness among other people living there, Rudy included. The “Third 
Space” is here depicted as a highly virulent pathogen that inevitably drives its 
hosts to a sure end. Although he thinks he has been infected too, Rudy constantly 
tries to escape that vicious circle. The fact that he tries to evade the dynamics of 
the reservation can be inferred by his dedication in taking care of “his neatly 
mowed yard, one of the few in Pine Ridge”217. His home is one of the very few 
places that are not negatively connoted. Mowing his lawn is necessary to 
distinguish his personal space from the rest of the reservation, he wants to draw a 
neat separation line between his internal and external space in order to shield 
himself from the “reservation life”. On the contrary, the usual Pine Ridge front 
yard matches Mogie’s:
Around noon, he parked his new Blazer in front of the onsika little three-room 
shack that Mogie lived in. Piles of wine bottles surrounded the sagging, wooden front 
steps and cardboard filled the missing panes of most of the front windows. The front 
door had large kick holes in it that had been nailed over with flattened beer cans,218
215Ibidem, p. 37.
216Ibidem, p. 58.
217Ibidem, p. 25.
218Ibidem, p. 7.
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Mogie’s home is a reflection of its resident. The wine bottle-covered front 
yard is a clear indication that the owner of the house is an alcoholic, and the 
damaged windows and front door mirror Mogie’s soul. The holes in the door are 
patched with some flattened beer cans, object correlative of the fact that the 
character (ab)uses alcohol to try fixing his broken soul. The result is of course that 
Mogie’s place is perceived as part of the reservation in the eyes of his brother, and 
therefore  very negatively connoted.  
Not even nearly as negative, however, as the spaces outside Pine Ridge:
Whiteclay was Mogie’s command headquarters. The small, dirty, unincorporated 
toilet of a town had less than twenty residents. The white liquor store owners there did 
an annual multi-million-dollar beer business that nearly equaled that of Lincoln or 
Omaha. Rudy thought of the place as a vile little slice of hell that only a small nuclear 
device could do justice to, but those were the times when he was not on his way to stock 
up on beer himself.219
The passage illustrates the overlapping of different spaces in the physical 
entity of the border, where  the spaces of the modern North American nations 
partly coexist. Thus, similarly to what happens with other spaces, also border 
spatial constructions are not entirely abstract but they are grounded in place. 
Whiteclay is not even a town, technically it is definable as an adjacent 
unincorporated community of Sheridan County; in 2000 it had a population of 
only 10 people. 220 Curiously though, in the same year the four liquor stores 
located in its territory sold the equivalent of 4.9 million cans of beer – roughly 
13,000 per day – for a gross sales of 3 million dollars.221 I believe that these 
numbers are quite revealing of the situation of alcoholism in Pine Ridge 
Reservation. The borderline town is described as follows in the novel: “this little 
buttplug of a high plains town was everything Rudy Yellow Shirt found abhorrent 
about America. Here was the greed, the corruption, the cruelty, all done in the 
219Ibidem, p. 117.
220See http://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?src=CF
(03/05/2016)
221 Woodard, Stephanie, Gold Mines in Hell,  http://100r.org/2012/02/gold-mines-in-hell/
(03/05/2016) 
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name of Christian values and entrepreneurial spirit”222. In the case of Whiteclay, 
the alcohol sale designates the community as an uttermost negative space, and 
Louis is very outspoken about it in both Skins and his poems. Rudy, as he himself 
admits, is clearly part of the problem, but this does not stop him from taking a 
position against it. 
Louis is very realistic about the issue of alcoholism in the reservation, and 
using Rudy’s words, he makes this consideration:
In America, all the towns bordering Indian reservations made money off Indians in 
one way or another and then they treated the Indians like animals when their money was 
gone. All these towns profited from Indian misery, and maybe they always would. But 
Indians could bitch and moan all they wanted to. The border towns were not their worst 
enemies. They, themselves, were.223
Here the “I am in the reservation of my mind” concept resurfaces. As if the 
issues that scourges the Indian nations were not entirely ascribable to physical 
spaces like this community founded on the sale of liquid death. Louis is clearly 
suggesting that the problem might be located in what Bhabha and Lefebvre called 
the “Third Space”, as if Natives’ thirst for death might be self-imposed. 
The other setting outside the reservation which is hinted at in the novel is 
Rapid City, South Dakota. It is the second largest city of the state, after Sioux 
Falls, and it is adjacent to the mountain belt known as Black Hills that 
encompasses popular tourist attractions such as Mount Rushmore and the Crazy 
Horse Memorial. In the novel, Rapid city is the location where Rudy meets his 
wife Vivianne in order to sign the divorce papers. He is actually unaware of that 
when he first drives to the city, and this is his impression:
When Rudy pulled into Rapid City, the temperature had risen considerably and 
most of the packed snow on the streets was turning to slush. It made the place even 
uglier than it was. Rudy always sensed that the two largest city in the state, Sioux Falls, 
which was east of the Missouri River, and Rapid City, which was on the western side, 
were lost in a conservative time warp of lower-middle-class, Repubblican Middle 
America. Their only redeeming value was that they were relatively untouched by the 
222Louis, Adrian C., Skins, cit., p. 123.
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massive crime and the volatile racial mixtures of most American cities. But that was 
changing too. Gangs had arrived and were now initiating their cheesy thuggery upon the 
citizenry. Gang turds were in the heartland.
Then again, these two places weren’t really cities but pregnant, slatternly cow 
towns. They were pregnant with white trash.224
Rapid City is not conspicuously related to the contemporary Native American 
situation, but it is actually the epitome of the dominant white culture. It is known 
as “the Gateway to the Black Hills”, here the Wašíču world deprived the Lakota of 
their most sacred land. Not content with this, in 1927 the U.S. Government 
approved the project of the carving of four presidents in the mountain known to 
the Lakota tribe as “the Six Grandfathers”. The Lakota tribe considered the Black 
Hills to be their axis mundi and they never actually gave up the fight for the 
ownership of that territory. In 1980, the U.S. Supreme Court in the case United 
States vs. Sioux Nation of Indians, ruled that the Government had illegally taken 
control over the Black Hills territory and that the Sioux Nation was therefore 
entitled to a remuneration of the fair market value of that territory in 1887, plus 
interest. The sum to be paid was roughly 100 million dollars; it has since remained 
in an interest-bearing account after the Lakota tribe refused to accept the deal. In  
2015 the trust fund was estimated to amount to approximately 1.3 billion dollars, 
but the tribe is still refusing to accept the compensation claiming that it would 
allow the Government to justify taking the ownership of the Black Hills.225 This is 
evidence of the value of that territory to the Lakota community. Rapid City, as an 
emblem of the white dominance over the Indian lands, cannot but hold negative 
aspects, both as a place and as a “Third Space”. The city presents itself as a 
concoction of capitalism and colonialism, therefore its negativeness broadens well 
beyond the physical dimension. On top of that, this urban setting plays a very 
decisive role for the plot development, as Rudy will later associate it with his 
divorce and the rape of his ex-wife226; consequently, Rapid City becomes the 
224Ibidem, p. 211.
225 Uenuma, Francine, Fritz, Mike, Why the Sioux Are Refusing $ 1.3 Billion, PBS, 
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/updates/north_america-july-dec11-blackhills_08-23/ (03/05/2016)
226 Perpetrated by Rudy himself.
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depository of every terrible consequence of the colonization and thus turns into 
the most negative space described in the novel.
Also the dream dimension takes on a particular spatial quality in the novel:
In his dream, Rudy circled and circled, bobbing his head to the sound of drums 
pounding louder and louder. From his air perch, beyond the gravity of waking, he saw 
the squat, whitewashed shack where he had grown up. The corroded tin chimney was 
shooting wood smoke up into his eyes, but through the haze he could see his brother 
Mogie.
Mogie was sitting on the fender of a tireless, disabled car in the yard and he was 
giving Rudy the finger.227
As expected, this particular type of space follows its own laws. The physical 
component of spatiality goes missing, as well as most of the characteristics of the 
real world. The dream is here harmonized by the increasing pounding of drums, 
an instrument that is usually employed in various Native American ceremonies 
and that is universally known to symbolize the heartbeat of Mother Earth. Rudy 
imagines to be an eagle, he can fly but cannot control where, eventually he ends 
up arriving at what he recognizes to be his childhood home. He cannot really enter 
that dimension though, so he settles on an imaginary air perch and starts 
observing. In this place that evokes the dire poverty conditions he and his family 
lived into, he manages to catch a sight of his older brother that appears to have 
noticed his presence and decided to mess with him. Dreaming of one’s own 
childhood home is a very recurrent theme in various disciplines, from literature to 
psychiatry; it is usually interpreted as the manifestation of unexpressed feelings 
about family, as well as of nostalgia. Rudy’s dream here could very well be 
interpreted as his need to reconnect with his family – Mogie quite obviously – but 
also with the fact that he is repressing unfinished business with one or more 
family members. It must be noted though, that Rudy never really enters this space 
which belongs to his dreams, as if that particular spatio-temporal context was no 
longer part of him. It is as if building a plausible setting within his dream 
dimension and then distancing himself from it, were necessary to visually express 
his internal conflict between the need to finally reconnect with his brother and the 
227 Louis, Adrian C., Skins, cit., p. 27.
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fact that Mogie belongs to an environment that reminds him of a period of his life 
that he is trying to leave behind. In this particular spatial construction created by 
his mind, Rudy has the chance to shield himself from the negativity of his life, 
which he decides to confine within a circumscribed space. Needless to say, 
dreams and visions are a cornerstone of Native American culture, thus it is 
obvious that they play a significant role in the novel, to the point of becoming 
classifiable as a separate spatial dimension.
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4. Time
“I need a beer,” Mogie said.
“Ten-four,” Rudy said. He needed one too.228
Contrary to what Ray Cummings wrote in The Girl in the Golden Atom229, 
time is not always nature’s simple way of keeping everything from happening at 
once. Philosophers of all times have tried to capture the essence of time and they 
have variously defined it. In A Critique of Pure Reason230, for instance, time –
together with space – is defined as a fundamental preconception to the perception 
of reality. Since Kant, however, new ideas  and reflections on time have 
developed, from Einstein’s and Bergson’s down to more recent approaches that 
tend to take into account the sociological implications of the definition of such 
concepts as time and space: 
While Kant believed time and space were absolute categories, however, a 
sociological perspective would suggest that modes of temporal and spatial thought are 
derived from social circumstances. Categories such as past, present, and future, to focus 
on the concept of time, are social categories, they exist in the webs of symbolic 
meanings of human interactions.231
The Eurocentric conception of time emerged from the Industrialization era. 
Consequently, time is measured in units of production, since it has an exact 
parallel in money, “time is money, money is time”.232
228Ibidem, p. 9.
229 See Cummings Ray, The Girl in the Golden Atom, CruGuru, New York City NY, 2009, p. 113.
230 Kant, Immanuel, The Critique of the Pure Reason, Penguin Classic, London, 2008 [1781].
231 Bankston, Carl L., “It is always now” – Sacred Time in Contemporary Native American 
Writing: An Essay in the Sociology of Literature, Humanity & Society, 21, 4, November 1997,
p. 340.
232 See Weber, Max, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, London, Allen and Unwin, 
1976.
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This depersonalizing worldview is framed by a conception of time that entails 
a linear succession of quantifiable productive actions. The idea of a “material” 
time strongly clashes with the various Native American cultures that tend to 
perceive “time as cyclical, whereas the non-Indian tends to view space as linear 
and time as sequential”233. For the Natives, time is perpetual and moves in a 
never-ending circle. This understanding of time is not only very different from the 
Euroamerican view; it also offers a rebellious alternative to it, as it is ascribable to 
the rhetoric of Native American protest,  which intends to subvert the victors’ 
narrative of historical events.
In Louis’ novel, from a structural point of view, time does not appear to be 
conceived as a circular dimension, nevertheless,  it does not follow a linear 
unfolding either. In Skins the time span of the story reaches from the summer of 
1991 to the spring of 1993, but the narration is fragmented by several flashbacks 
that show episodes from Rudy’s and Mogie’s life, in particular about their early 
years and their experience in Vietnam. They are all external flashbacks, as they 
refer to events that occurred before the narrative started. Visually speaking, they 
are isolated from the rest by the use of three asterisks inserted both at the 
beginning and the end of the analepsis, as if the author wanted to make sure these 
temporal breaks are perceived as anachronisms in respect to the strictly 
chronological development of the story.
** *
“That old drunk ever hits you again, you let me know,” Mogie said and winked. 
Rudy said, “Ohan, yes,” and beamed up to his older brother. Only a year older than him, 
Mogie was his hero, his protector. Rudy felt a deep love for him. From that moment on, 
Rudy tried to force out any images of those times their dad had been good to them, but 
from then on, their dad was rarely good to them anyway. His drinking got worse. Their 
mom’s drinking got worse too, but they still loved her. Not so for the unforgiven Sonny 
Yellow Shirt.234
* *   *
233 Allen, Paula Gunn, The Sacred Hoop: A Contemporary Perspective, New York City NY, 
Beacon Press, 1992, p. 7.
234Louis, Adrian C., Skins, cit., p. 33.
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Here the flashback reveals a domestic situation, a cross section of the Yellow 
Shirts’ household. It is collocated outside the narrative because it portrays a series 
of dynamics that no longer exist. Their parents are dead, and most importantly the 
relationship between the two brothers is now thoroughly different. Flashbacks like 
this one are the only source of knowledge about Rudy and Mogie’s parents, as 
they died long before the beginning of the story, therefore these narrative devices 
become crucial to fully understand the plot of the novel. 
Family, though, is not the only subject entrusted to these external analepses:
Like a lot of guys who went to Vietnam, Mogie had portion of his mind short-
circuited over there. Sometime Rudy had nasty flashbacks, but poor Mogie really got 
the shitty end of the war syndrome stick. When he came home, Mogie climbed onto the 
path of self-destruction and it becomes his career, his calling in life.235
The Vietnam War is a closely investigated point in Rudy’s flashbacks. Native 
Americans were particularly involved, they had the highest record of service per 
capita of any ethnic group serving in this war.236 As it was to be expected, the 
consequences of the horrors they were forced to both witness and perpetrate were 
particularly heavy on the shoulders of the two Yellow Shirt brothers, especially 
Mogie:
“Little kids sound the same as adults,” Mogie said.
“Huh?” Rudy asked.
“All you hear is the rifle shot. You never hear the bullet hitting the meat. It 
happens too fast. Go and take a rump roast and set it in your backyard and shoot the 
motherfucker. All you’ll hear is the explosion of the bullet. You won’t hear lead digging 
into flash. You won’t hear angels whining. You won’t hear Mr. Death stalking life. And 
you sure as hell won’t hear any screams from a rump roast. But later, later in your 
dreams you will hear the sound of a bullet tearing human meat.”237
These brutal words witness the extent to which war scarred the hopeless 
Mogie Yellow Shirt. He spent two rounds in Vietnam and one night he confesses 
235Ibidem, p. 52.
236 More than 42,000 Natives served in the Second Indochina War, See 
http://www.californiaindianeducation.org/wall_of_faces/ (09/05/2016)
237Louis, Adrian C., Skins, cit., p. 201.
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to Rudy that his battalion did not even refer to him as “soldier”, they simply called 
him “the Indian”. Native Americans were usually assigned to the infantries of the 
first lines, the battalions whose task was to break through the enemy lines, and so 
they were also the most likely to be slaughtered.  Rudy did only one tour there, 
and was sent home after being lightly wounded after only a few months, but he is 
well aware of the things that his older brother is drunken-rambling about, “that 
was all part of the game”238. These temporal detours deepen the characterization 
of the two brothers, as being a veteran, especially a Vietnam veteran, implicates a 
quite pronounced tendency to self-destruction. Louis is also clearly denouncing,
through his characters’ voices, the horrors of the Vietnam War and the fact that 
the Government, alongside with the very same army that once decimated them, 
showed very little gratitude to the brave – and clueless –Natives fighting in a war 
they did not belong to.
Flashbacks are not the only way in which Louis interweaves  history in the 
plot. The theme of a lost past is dominant throughout his production, as is quite 
likely in a spokesman of the conquered. The shards of past history appear almost 
impossible to recover, but another point is worth noting here: despite all the pain 
and the tragedies, the past still presents itself as respectable and honorable, a 
vibrant alternative to the insubstantial present of most reservations. Louis uses 
images and references to bring the past back to life in the present.
Suppressed and forgotten history is always emerging into day-to-day life in 
Louis's work. He is brutally honest and rather unfiltered about life in the 
contemporary reservation, but his use of history is never an excuse to run from the 
present into a romanticized past: it is rather a statement of how reality once was, a 
reprimand for those who hopelessly follow the road of self-destruction because 
they believe that their reality is the only one that ever existed. There is a 
conspicuous legacy that lies just below the surface of this unforgiving existence, a 
legacy that might abruptly break through to reveal something different:
[I]n the old days things used to be so different. Then, there was wicasaihpeyapi, which 
literally meant “throw away the man.” Divorce Indian style. The woman could just pack up 
all his things when he was away hunting or wherever, and set them outside the tipi. Then the 
238Ivi.
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dude was officially out of the picture, up crap creek without a paddle. He had no choice in the 
matter. It was a done deal.239
These continuous references to the “old days” show an oppressing feeling of 
nostalgia, and at the same time, they function as a reminder that the dynamics that 
governed tribal life used to be very different from now. Before western culture 
poisoned their mind, most tribes were matriarchal societies, where women were 
entitled to drive away their partners if they were not worthy. 
As I already discussed in the previous chapter, Louis locates the origin of the 
bleakness of reservation life in the alienation of the Natives from their past. This 
alienation must be interpreted in both cultural and legal terms. As far as law is 
concerned, it refers to the act of separating  a person or a group of individuals 
from their properties, while culturally, it refers to the emotional partition of the 
tribes from their social environments. 
Rudy knew he was being weak and yes, he knew his people were descended from 
warrior societies, but in the bow-and-arrow days their lives had meaning, they had 
direction. They were part of the whole. Today they went crazy because it was so hard 
for them to focus on beauty, on life’s goodness when the mean winds swirled. And then 
there was always the ghost-pain of history.240
Here is a clear example of how Louis employs historical references in order 
to articulate his social condemnation of the outcomes of colonization. After the 
Indian genocide, it has become hard to perpetuate the Native social and cultural 
lifestyle. In addition, the tales about previous warrior generations make it even 
harder to accept the present condition, which appears so far from past splendor.
History books told Lakota men that ever since they quit fighting the wasicu, their 
women have had to wear pants. When the men could no longer be warriors or hunters, 
they became dislocated, lost. Some sociology books he’d read in college actually 
hinted that Indian men had lost their masculinity ever since they got herded onto 
reservation.241
239Ibidem, p. 24.
240Ibidem, p. 36.
241Ibidem, p. 97.
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In reading Skins, one gets the impression that men were much harder affected 
by the losses they had to endure and, as a consequence, they feel emasculated by 
women, who appear better equipped to accept changes and to take on an active 
role in everyday life. Even statistically, women are far less inclined to yield to the 
dreadful dynamics of reservation life.
In the nine chapters about Mogie, time becomes a very vague element. 
Differently from all the other chapters of the book that always begin with very 
precise spatio-temporal indications, the Mogie chapters only have a few nebulous 
hints about whether it is day or night. For that reason, it is really hard to collocate 
these portions of text within Rudy’s narrative arc. This stratagem does not go 
unnoticed, especially if one considers the expertise with which Louis pinpoints 
Rudy’s actions throughout the novel. It could be interpreted as a way of 
differentiating the two brothers, but also as a ploy to re-collocate Mogie outside of 
a conception of time as a linear succession of quantifiable productive actions. It is 
as if Louis considered Mogie to be closer to the “old Indian way” and, as a 
consequence, stranger to the Western conception of time.
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5. Characters and Themes
5.1 Rudolph ‘Rudy’ Yellow Shirt
Rudy concluded that when the fates 
knocked on your door, you had to just 
kick back and enjoy the ride. You had to 
pretend the roiling stench of chaos was 
simply the obverse of perfume of spring 
roses.242
At the beginning of the novel, Rudy Yellow Shirt is a forty-year-old 
Lieutenant of the Tribal Police – “known for two things: incompetence and 
brutality”243 – who is trying to keep in balance the various elements of his life. He 
is described as “fairly handsome”244 and aware of being so, his long dark hair is 
divided into two neat braids and his eyes are “closed by the brutal repetition of 
cop work and by the boredom of marriage”245. Since the beginning of the book, it 
is clear that he is struggling while trying to cope with everyday life. He is the 
second of five children and throughout his childhood he lived in dire poverty, to 
the point that his family was forced to burn tires in the stove because wood was 
considered to be a luxury. His whole behavior and turn of events are hinged on 
one bizarre occurrence, the encounter with a trickster spirit:
Rudy Yellow Shirt was twelve when the black widow danced up from the depths 
of the outhouse and bit him on his gonads. The bite felt just like someone had speared 
him with a red-hot sewing needle. […] Rudy made a crashing escape through the 
spring-hinged door of the old outhouse and stumble-danced into the bright April 
sunshine with his jeans down around his ankles.246
The religious element is introduced right at the beginning of the prologue. 
According to Rudy’s father, Sonny, the spirit in question is Iktomi, a very well 
242Ibidem, p. 131.
243Ibidem, p. 8.
244Ibidem, p. 74.
245Ibidem, p. 73.
246Ibidem, p. 1.
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known divinity that holds a place in most of the North American Animist 
Pantheons. This time, though, the spirit seems to be just wanting to mess around 
with young Rudy, and the consequences of his prank only result in a couple of 
days at the local PHS and the taking of some painkillers. The second encounter 
with the trickster, however, cannot be considered  as harmless. Twenty-nine years 
later, Rudy is on a police call investigating a murder and when he catches sight of 
a suspect he starts chasing him but unfortunately he slips and smashes his head 
“solidly into an oblong rock the size of a breadbox”247. After waking up at the 
PHS he goes to see his friend and medicine man, Little Eagle, who recounts the 
following to him:
Inyan, the Rock, the ancestor of all Gods, was the father of Iktomi, the arch-
schemer, the tricky dickster. He said they must also remember that Iktomi came to them 
in many disguises.
While the people always tended to think of Iktomi coming in the form of a spider, 
he said the trickster could just as easily appear as a rock.
Ennut, he told Rudy. Iktomi could just as easily materialize as a rock upon the 
ground in the path of a running cop. And when that running cop tripped and fell 
headfirst upon that rock, who could tell what Loony tune-horseshit madness might 
transpire?
“Maybe,” he said to Rudy. “Iktomi coulda maybe entered your brains from when 
your head butted that rock.”248
Iktomi, or Unktomi, is the firstborn son of Inyan, and was originally named 
Ksa249 before he used his knowledge to cause trouble and disorder. He was born 
full-grown from an egg and is the size of an ordinary human. He has a big round 
body like a spider, with slender arms and legs and powerful hands and feet. Iktomi
can speak with every living thing, as well as with rocks and stones, in addition he 
is capable of making himself invisible, and often disguises himself. He is believed 
to be bringer of chaos and the Lakota believe that he convinced them to scatter 
instead of living close together, considerably weakening them250. The only thing 
he really fears is the sweat lodge, which is exactly what Rudy decides to do in 
order to get rid of him. Apart from Inyan, Iktomi is the only supernatural element 
247Ibidem, p. 43.
248Ibidem, p. 47.
249 Lakota term for wisdom.
250 See Gill, Sam D., Sullivan, IreneF., Dictionary of Native American Mythology, Oxford, Oxford 
University Press, 1992, pp. 136-137.
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whose presence is ascertained in the novel, where the religious dimension 
occupies a very relevant position. The loss of their tribal beliefs is perceived as 
the beginning of the derangement of society, “When the Great Spirit left town and 
the white man’s God became the new sheriff, He made a golden rule for Indians. 
You’ll never be able to do anything right.”251. Being possessed, or at least thinking 
he is, makes Rudy believe he is entitled to follow his innermost feelings and 
desires, even when they extend far beyond legality. Iktomi seems to possess 
Rudy, and this has two major consequences: firstly, his libido “awoke from its 
middle-aged hibernation”, his sexual appetite appears to have become insatiable, 
to the point that he starts having relationships with married women, including his 
own cousin’s wife, Stella;  secondly, his personality splits, or better his mind 
gives birth to a doppelgänger, a vigilante other self he calls the “Avenging 
Warrior”. 
This new personality introduces the theme of the rebellion to the system, as it 
pushes Rudy to meditate on the fact that law and justice are not always the same 
thing, after all “[a] middle-aged man who had spent more than sixteen years in 
law enforcement and then started thinking about going out and burning down a 
liquor store didn’t make a hell of a lot of sense”252. Working as a cop for so many 
years drove Rudy to the point of experiencing a sort of  occupational burnout. 
Around midnight, Pine Ridge Village reached its weakly crescendo of drunken 
madness and large numbers of his once-proud race transformed into bulletproof 
gargoyles. After midnight, the reservation did not walk in balance on the good red road. 
Every Friday night Rudy was amazed that he’d lasted so long as a reservation cop. 
Friday nights were mostly a bloody, hellish nightmare.253
On police call, when he comes into contact with such diverse situations as 
stabbed infants, gruesome car accidents and teenagers killing each other, Rudy 
witnesses the rawest and most disturbing sides of reservation life. But the most 
wearing aspect of his work seems to be the dealing with drunkards. Even his own 
brother is a wino, and Rudy has been forced to arrest him more than a dozen times 
251Louis, Adrian C., Skins, cit., p. 40.
252Ibidem, p. 39.
253Ivi.
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in the last few years. In addition, this career was not really his first choice. In fact, 
Rudy majored in journalism at State University from 1971-1973; before he 
switched over to criminal justice he spent three summers interning at the largest 
newspaper in the state, Argus-Leader in Sioux Falls. Then the sense of 
responsibility and attachment to the tribe drove him back to the reservation where 
he could take care of his people. Rudy shows the same sensibility that shines 
through Louis’ poems and appears to be a rough reflection of Louis himself in 
various ways. Deep inside Rudy dreams to see his people healed or at least 
awakened to a consciousness where they could admit they were in a deep state of 
denial about their countless problems. His unsatisfactory marriage life and 
exasperating work throw him into a deep middle-age crisis that ultimately results 
in the creation of a criminal persona, “[t]he disguise gave him a sense of freedom 
that bordered on the erotic”254. Avenging Warrior does not have a long career, but 
his actions will be hardly forgotten. The first official deed as avenger is 
kneecapping the two unremorseful killers of the young Red Tail. A very 
satisfactory action which, together with getting away with it, galvanizes and 
pushes him to plan a great retaliation towards the system. It will be only when he 
finds out that his brother was on the top of the liquor store he decided to set on 
fire that he realizes this Avenging Warrior thing is nothing but a “silly and deadly 
game”255 and decides to consciously force him into retirement.
Despite the fact that Rudy has three other siblings, the whole novel rotates 
around his relationship with Mogie; Vinny, Geneva, and Vienna are hardly 
mentioned and they appear only at the end of the story. Brotherly love is 
definitely the main theme of the novel. In the prologue and throughout the 
flashbacks of their youth, Rudy always looks up for his older brother. Since 
Mogie slung him over his shoulder and carried him up to the PHS after he was 
bitten by the black widow, Rudy always thought of him as some kind of hero and 
for that he loved him. Mogie protected him from their abusive father and helped 
him growing up. He was a role model for him, to the point that Rudy even decided 
to join the army and fight in Vietnam only because Mogie did, “He believed that 
he could always depend on him. That’s what brothers were for. And Rudy vowed 
254Ibidem, p. 120.
255Ibidem, p. 132.
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his brother would always be able to count on him too […] Always.”256 After 
Vietnam though, their relationship changed considerably. Mogie started 
experiencing wild mood swings and set forth the way of fire water, heavily. At the 
beginning of chapter one, Rudy overtly states that he has given up trying to 
convince his brother to fight his booze addiction, “or anything else, for that 
matter”257:
Rudy’s brother, who’d won three Purple Hearts in Vietnam for Kraut Kissinger 
and Tricky Dick258, was reduced to a character out of a Three Stooges movie. Rudy 
wanted to stop and just grab Mogie, shake him, somehow transform him back to the 
young man who had been his strong older brother. He wanted to stop and tell him that 
he still loved him, but he didn’t. He just couldn’t. It wouldn’t have done any good. He 
had tried too many times before.259
Rudy experiences mixed feelings for his brother, but the brotherly bond 
prevails over everything else. Although Mogie seems long past the point of no 
return, Rudy is not able to leave him to his fate because he feels partly responsible 
for what happened:
He knew full well that Mogie was killing himself and it was a decision Mogie had 
made. Sometimes Rudy just wondered if the fact that he seduced Serena260 had really 
played any part in Mogie’s downfall. When he thought about what he’d done, 
sometimes Rudy felt guilty about betraying him and sometimes he felt ok, like maybe 
Mogie had deserved it.261
The theme of women as seen throughout his poetry, is intensively deepened 
also in the novel. His relationship with the opposite sex is almost as complex as 
the one with his brother. When he was younger he was a sort of womanizer and 
his inconsiderate behavior unwittingly caused the end of his brother’s marriage.  
Yet Rudy still could not quite figure out why he did this to his beloved brother. 
256Ibidem, p. 6.
257Ibidem, p. 15.
258 Tricky Dick is a derogatory name to refer to President Richard Nixon and Kraut Kissinger 
consequently refer to Henri Kissinger, personal adviser and Secretary of State during his term. 
259Ibidem, p. 87.
260 Mogie’s wife, and mother of Herbie.
261Ibidem, pp. 87-88.
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The reason why Rudy feels to have been entitled to betray Mogie will be 
discussed in the next chapter.
Rudy has this unwholesome view of women, as if they were a form of 
compensation for a life of deprivations. His need for a woman seems to go beyond 
his physical urgencies:
Rudy needed release and affection. He needed a woman to hold him. He desperately needed 
those things every man needs when he goes after a woman. He needed to be taken care of. Damn 
it, Rudy Yellow Shirt said to himself, he needed to be cuddled, stamped and validated.262
At the beginning of the book, Rudy is married to Vivianne Ladeux, a 
Chippenwa 3rd grade teacher, but their marriage is on its last legs as they both 
openly said to each other. Truth has always been a cornerstone of their marriage, 
but now love has expired. Rudy has a peculiar idea of love, “he thought the 
harshest violence adults committed was the love that they gave each other”263, and 
he has been always attracted to other women, but he was never unfaithful to her 
for those ten years they lived together. After Vivianne leaves him, Rudy, or better 
Iktomy-Rudy, rediscovers a whole new sentimental life, and pervaded by an 
insatiable lust, “he accepts infidelity as a part of rez life”.264Nevertheless, he will 
be somehow nostalgic of his relationship with Vivianne, at least until he drives to 
Rapid City to meet her in chapter twenty-two. Rudy meets his wife at Rapid City 
Hilton  Hotel, unaware that she just wants to hand him the divorce papers. 
For a brief moment, Rudy was lost between pain and anger. Part of him wanted to 
cry, but he knew he wouldn’t. Part of him wanted to turn around and go back and slap 
her face, but he couldn’t. He’d never hit a woman before and he damn sure wasn’t going 
to start now.265
Rudy is still in love with Vivianne, and after a few drinks decides to go and 
confront her one last time. While they’re talking, he sees she is wearing a 
bathrobe and realizes that she is still very attractive and begins to kiss her. After a 
262Ibidem, p. 107.
263Ibidem, p. 38.
264Ibidem, p. 95
265Ibidem, p. 214.
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little shilly-shallying, Vivian seems to give in to passion too, then she suddenly 
changes her mind and tries to push him away but it is too late: “Iktomi had entered 
the hotel room from his spirit realm”266, and Rudy acts consequently. 
With a smug smile, he climbed off her and sat on the edge of the bed and lit a 
cigarette. But he was no conquering hero. He felt deflated, a little guilty, and strangely 
displeased. What he had just done came horrifyingly close to rape,  even if they were 
still legally married. No, it was rape, period. Then again, they weren’t married. She was
divorcing him. He had acted no better than dozens of buttheads he had arrested for less. 
He felt like he was becoming a jerk. First breaking some kids’ knees, then raping his 
wife. What next?267
Rudy has turned exactly into everything he has been fighting against for 
years, a drunk abusive skin. Iktomi’s web is closing on him, and this event is the 
straw that breaks the camel’s back. Right after, he decides to undergo the Sweat 
Lodge Ceremony to get rid of the trickster’s spirit once and for all. After the 
ritual, that turns out to be harder and scarier than he thought, Rudy is finally a new 
man and can now live his life to the fullest. Rudy raping his wife reflects Louis’ 
discouragement for the future. Yet another man that had the potential to make a 
change falls into the corny stereotyped figure of the hopeless Indian. Once again, 
it is only thanks to the “ol’ way”, represented here by the Sweat Lodge Ceremony, 
that a Native can improve his life conditions. The teachings and the beliefs of the 
long forgotten past are the tools they must use in order to regain control over their 
lives.
266Ibidem, p. 217.
267Ibidem, p. 218.
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5.2  Albert “Mogie” Yellow Shirt
Rudy knocked and Mogie answered 
wearing only a tattered, red western shirt 
and dirty underwear. He needed a shave. 
He looked hung-over, but it was hard to 
tell. Nowadays, ciye – his brother –
always looked either drunk or hung-
over.268
Mogie is the son of Sonny and Evangeline Yellow Shirt. He was tagged 
Mogie as a kid because that was the word he first uttered, instead of saying 
“mom”. Vietnam seems to have played a significant role in his personal 
development, as the Mogie described before and after the war seem to be two 
completely different persons. When a teen, he is described as a lively and athletic 
boy, to the point that at the age of 18, “[a]t six feet and one hundred and ninety 
pounds, Mogie had been written up in the Rapid City Journal as one of the best 
players in the state of South Dakota, Indian or not”269. That should give the idea 
of how well-versed in sports he was, since in the sixties, city newspapers rarely 
wasted print on Indians or reservations. He is also described as a caring and 
loving brother who repeatedly stands up to his abusive father to protect his 
siblings. His life comes to a pivotal turn in June 1968, when Mogie enlists in the 
army and, just like his brother a year later, ends up in the infantry as foot soldier 
in Vietnam, “Mogie did two tours in green hell. One in the winter of 1968-69 and 
another when he re-upped in 1970. When he comes home he starts drinking every 
day and does “drugs that took him up, down, and sideways”270. At the beginning 
of the book he is described as follows:
As years went by, Mogie had come to resemble their father Sonny Yellow Shirt 
more and more.
Mogie was darker than Rudy and his craggy features favored their dad more than 
their mom. He had several deep scars on his cheeks from unremembered fights and hi 
flesh was soft and his face was puffy. Mogie’s teeth had all been eroded away by the 
268Ibidem, p. 7.
269 Ibidem, p. 133.
270Ibidem, p. 52.
118
years of drinking the cheap Gibson’s wine he was so fond of. He had a good set of 
choppers, which he carried around in a little tin container when he was drunk. Mogie 
had never been described as handsome and now he looked even more like he’d 
stumbled down too many miles of bad road.271
Mogie is described as the ghost of the man he was, mirroring the current 
situation of most of Natives living on the reservations. Unfortunately he has 
become another reservation statistics. Vietnam definitely played a big part in his 
change but Mogie seems to have been somehow foredoomed to this fate.
Although he openly claims that he is not into the “old way”, he is much more 
similar to the past generations than his brother Rudy. He appears to possess 
several warrior qualities and in multiple occasions he proves to be nature wise. He 
does not participate to tribal ceremonies but the reason is probably to be found in 
the fact that he is very conscious about his current situation, and feels unworthy to 
be associated with a sacred environment. A significant difference between Rudy 
and Mogie, that shows the “Indianness” of the latter, can be found in the episode 
of the rabbits hunting:
Rudy saw him pull his Buck knife from his pocket and snap open the blade. He 
laughed silently when he saw his brother throw the knife at the escaping rabbit. The 
wino Indian Tarzan strikes! Mogie’s knife flip-flopped, glittering through the morning 
air like a retarded boomerang. The heavy all-purpose shank landed with its sharp steel 
point smoothly entering the back of the rabbit’s neck, pinning its head to the soil.272
Here the two brothers are out in the woods, and Mogie has already tried in 
vain to shoot the rabbit three times. Once again, resorting to the knife as epitome 
of the old tribal life proves to be the better option, even if Mogie does not openly 
acknowledge it. However, it is important to remember here that this episode, like 
almost every other description of Mogie, is to be found in a Rudy chapter, 
therefore everything is filtered through Rudy’s point of view. But to really 
understand Mogie’s personality, the reader should rather rely on the chapters 
written according to his point of view. In chapter nine, for example, another 
hunting scene is introduced, when Mogie is after a young doe; this time he is 
271Ibidem, p. 20.
272Ibidem, p. 8.
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alone and, most importantly, the reader has access to his thoughts. This time 
before firing his rifle he whispers: “Daughter,[…] your flesh will become mine. 
Your heart will become my heart. We will both live; forgive me”273, showing that 
he is really close to the old traditions.
Mogie has also a complicated relationship with his parents. As usual he does 
not express his feelings out loud, and the reader is allowed to penetrate them when 
he pays a visit to his parents’ graveyard in one of his chapters:
“Mom,” he whispered. “I’m sorry.”
“Dad,” he said and cleared his throat. “This is for you, Dad,” he said and spit a 
frothy glob of phlegm down toward the grave. Mogie bowed down and propped the 
flowers against his mother’s headstone. He said a brief prayer and then he stood up. He 
walked to his father grave, took two more steps and stood atop it, and debated whether 
or not to urinate on it. No, he decided. […] too many of his ancestors were buried there.
And those ancestors would not understand his drunkenness, let alone a liquid act 
of disrespect.
“Forgive me all of you,” Mogie said and briskly shambled out of the cemetery.274
The hard feelings towards his father are still quite intense, while when it 
comes to his mother, the situation is far more complex, and at first  he feels the 
need to apologize to her. Again he shows a very respectful attitude, if not to his 
father, towards his ancestors. He is well aware of the uneven balance of his life, 
and asks everyone for forgiveness. But then, while he stumbles out of the 
cemetery, he involuntarily starts  to cry. At first, he cannot understand why and 
blames it on the alcohol, but then as he stands up after falling on his knees a 
realization strikes his mind, “[h] his feet hurt and his finger hurt. His heart hurt 
too. That was why he was crying. ‘Fuck you, Dad,’ he said and kept on 
staggering. ‘You too, Mom,’ he whispered”. It is now clear that his father is 
unforgivable, but his mother seems to be hold responsible for something. She is 
responsible for failing as a mother by embracing the “rez life”275, therefore she is 
partly responsible for Mogie’s life choices. In the flashbacks about their youth, 
she is described as a very beautiful and caring woman. After she started drinking 
though, she became – just like Mogie later on – merely a reservation statistics. 
273Ibidem, p. 90.
274Ibidem, p. 164.
275 Evangeline Yellow Shirt started drinking when they were teenagers.
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She was unable to provide them with an example of sobriety, with a different path 
to follow. Ultimately, Mogie feels betrayed, because his mother preferred that 
kind of life over her own children, so that f-word is not completely out of line.
The theme of rape, already tackled with Rudy, also affects the character of 
Mogie, although in very different circumstances. When Mogie is confronting his 
brother about the arson at Whiteclay, Rudy suddenly remembers something his 
memory has tried to erase. He remembers that when they were 17 and 18 years 
old respectively, after the Custer game, he saw Mogie pants down on top of their 
passed out mother. Rudy had completely removed what he had seen, and only 
now he is capable of explaining why he could not cry at his mother’s funeral and 
why he always felt somehow entitled to what he had done to his own brother.276
Even though there is no actual sexual intercourse between Mogie and his mother, 
this episode appears too important not to be examined. After being confronted 
with it, Mogie is speechless and does not really know how to explain or defend 
himself. He only manages to say that he is sorry, that he was just a kid and that it 
was an isolated episode that has hunted him ever since. Mogie sounds sincere and 
Rudy accepts his apologies setting aside the noxious episode. After that, the 
relationship between the two brothers seems to improve considerably, as if most 
incomprehensions between them had originated from that ill-fated night in 1967. 
This rape could be interpreted as an ill-conceived rite of passage but according to 
the dictionary of Native American  mythology277, incest is a relatively common 
motif in ancient Native American tales, usually connected with the creation of the 
world and of the human race. In addition, figures classified as tricksters 
commonly engage in incest with their mothers or daughters. Interestingly, 
according to Lakota’s mythology, the figure of Inyan – the Rock, father of Iktomi
– commits incest with his mother, producing a beautiful and seductive woman. 
Incest is here interpreted as an intercourse between persons related by blood, and 
it must be noted that Evangeline was unconscious at the moment of the attempted 
rape, this is why it probably cannot be identified as a proper incest, at least in 
Native terms. Despite of that, the resemblance between the myth and Mogie’s 
276 I am referring to the fact that Rudy slept with Mogie’s wife Serena, causing their marriage to 
end.
277See Gill, Sam D., Sullivan, Irene F., Dictionary of Native American Mythology, cit.
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actions is self-explanatory. Mogie’s association with the trickster figure is not 
long in coming:
Mogie was making oddball noises, like he was laughing and crying at the same 
time. […] Out of the side of his eye, Mogie’s dark, thrashing form looked like a 
grotesque spider to Rudy, a huge tarantula doing some arachnid boogaloo. His brother 
looked like the trickster Iktomi. Yes, he looked just like the Iktomi Rudy had kissed in 
his yuwipi vision.278
This is the only time Mogie is directly associated with the trickster figure, and 
there is no evidence that he is actually possessed by one, yet this is what Rudy 
perceives when he looks at his brother. Mogie might not be a trickster per se, but 
for Rudy, he may very well be a real life equivalent of a trickster.
Right after the liquor store fire he survives with severe burns, he is diagnosed 
a final stage cirrhosis and six more months to live at best. He is not really 
surprised by the news, and does not even try to change his habits. Weeks later he 
is hospitalized with pneumonia and finally finds peace in death. Chapter thirty-
two portrays the long yearned peace describing Mogie that awakes in a crystal 
clear reality. He feels physically restored as he walks among the stars towards his 
mom who stands in front of generations of his relatives, “‘We’ve been waiting for 
you, son,’”279. His final words being “My people, my sweet Lakota People”280
prove once again that tribal unity is the key to start regaining control over their 
lives and finally finding peace.
278Louis, Adrian C., Skins, cit., p. 265.
279Ibidem, p. 282.
280Ivi.
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Conclusions
Adrian C. Louis has the capability to lure the reader inside his world, a place 
made of despair and melancholy, but also of irony and unforeseen shards of hope 
that manage to glimmer even in the darkest and most unexpected recesses of his 
literary production. 
The author is an enrolled member of the Lovelock Paiute, but I would not claim 
that he constitutes a "representative sample" of his nation, nor of Native American 
authors in general, as a matter of fact I judge these categorizations to be quite 
“slippery”. His works have been the focus of a controversial debate about the 
authenticity of the world he decides to portray. Marlon Sherman, a Lakota writer 
and lawyer who was born and grew up on Pine Ridge reservation provides quite a 
harsh criticism of Louis’ novel, Skins, beginning with the fact that “an author had 
better know his subject”281. Sherman refers to the episode of the Yellow Shirt 
brothers having problems with some Greek names: “They could never figure out 
why his name was Williams, because he’d told them his parents were Greek. They 
figured all Greek names should sound like Aliki, Plato, or souvlaki.” 282 The 
criticism originated from the fact that in Sherman’s experience, no mid-60s high 
school student had the slightest idea about who Plato was, and certainly none of 
them had ever heard of souvlaki, much less tasted it.
Sterile criticism aside, I believe that in these writings we can see the struggle and 
fight of a distinctive, non-Eurocentric way of framing human existence. Louis 
draws from his heritage a paroxysm of “rez life” insight that is not supposed to 
offer explanations to the reader, but  instead to give something to the reader. His 
stories, whether they are in the form of poems, short stories, or novel, turn out to 
281Owens, Louis, Mixedblood Messages, Norman OK, University of Oklahoma Press, 1988, p. 73.
282 Louis, Adrian C., Skins, cit., p. 132.
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be addictive, at least insofar as staring into the abyss may be addictive. Discontent 
towards the degree of separation of Native Americans from their cultural heritage 
provides Louis' work with a bitterness that tends to verge on despair. The loss of 
their land alienates the Natives both by depriving them of the control over their 
physical environment and by forcibly parting them from the ways of their 
ancestors.
Louis portrays a “white bread” world that continues to expropriate them of their 
culture and their land, and  often delineates the contrast between the corruption 
and ugliness of the present and the pure potential of the underlying past. As the 
defeated Native Americans rediscover their spiritual legacy, the conquering 
society has begun to see the emptiness of its own values. Desecrating the world 
has created a demand for a sacred past. This is always the only solution Louis 
offers to try and find a way out of reservation problems.
Louis’ writings analyzed in this work prove that Natives have neither been 
physically zeroed, as most 19th-century social Darwinists envisioned, nor have 
they been swallowed up by western society succumbing to the Indian Schools and 
to Reagan’s Termination and Assimilation policies. On the contrary, they have 
withstood a cultural adaptation and now ancient oral mythological patterns find 
expression in English-language books. The old days storytellers are 
metamorphosed in writers and Adrian C. Louis is one of them. He has established 
himself as a Native American author capable of envisaging his own specific sense 
of reality and of endowing it with a meaning that reaches far beyond its self-
referential value, great as that is. His literary production does more than simply 
satisfy the basic question concerning any work that aspires to literary worth: Will I 
ever want to read it again? Not only do we want to read Louis’ work again: we 
are captured by the strength of his prose and the sincerity of his verse, fascinated 
by a literary world that never condescends to poetic indulgence, urged to reflect 
on human life and destiny. 
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Appendix
1. Skins, Capitolo 34
LETTURA DELLA LETTERA DI MOGIE A SUO FRATELLO.
Caro fratello mio,
Un paio di settimane fa il dottore mi ha detto che sto finendo il tempo. Quindi ti 
scrivo ora che posso. Ho fatto un sacco di cose brutte nella vita. Non tutte brutte 
però. E per quello che ho fatto di male, prova a perdonarmi. Non cerco scuse. Ma 
facciamo tutti degli errori prima o poi. E poi quella guerra, quella dannatissima 
guerra. Ma comunque c’eri anche tu, quindi lo sai. Ti voglio bene, fratellino. Te 
ne ho sempre voluto Rudolph. Per tutte le volte che ti ho fatto arrabbiare, 
perdonami. Non ho paura di morire. Ho vissuto la mia vita e adesso la fine è 
vicina. Si, forse un po’ di paura ce l’ho. No, più di un po’. Forse quando dico che 
non ho paura. Si, ho molta paura. Ecco l’ho detto. Per favore prega per me. E 
stammi vicino. Fratello mio, devi fare una cosa per me. Devi prenderti cura di mio 
figlio. Tienilo d’occhio e occupati di lui. So che lo farai. È un bravo ragazzo, gli 
voglio bene. La pensione da reduce e tutti i miei averi andranno a lui. Ti voglio 
bene. Quando sarà il tuo turno, ci sarò io ad aspettarti e ti darò il benvenuto nel 
mondo degli spiriti. Se è li che finirò. È di questo che ho più paura. E se gli 
wasicu hanno ragione. E se esiste davvero l’inferno e mi spediscono lì. Vabbè, ho 
il cinquanta e cinquanta. Vi voglio bene.
Doksa.
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2. Interview with Adrian C. Louis
Michael Wilson: Adrian, how'd you get from Lovelock and Yerington, Nevada to 
Brown University?
Adrian Louis: That's a story that would take a long time to tell. After I graduated 
in '64 I went to University of Nevada-Reno for about a year and a half--flunked 
out. Partying. Then about '67 or '66 I just headed over to San Francisco and I went 
to Haight-Ashberry. I lived there for about a year and a half. I met this guy from 
Boston who became a real close friend of mine. I'd never been back there, so we 
just up and hitchhiked back there and I stayed there for a couple of years. I got 
involved with a woman from Providence, Rhode Island, and I followed her down 
there and this led into other things. Then I decided to go back to school and I 
knew some people who were teaching at Brown and they got me in and I resumed 
my education there. Got my degree and then I went into their creative writing 
graduate program.
MW: After you got out of Brown?
AL: After I got out of Brown I took a job in LA. as an editor of an Indian 
newspaper. That was '83, 84, I guess. I stayed there a year, a year and a half. Then 
I got in touch with this guy named Tim Gaigo. He had a newspaper in Pine Ridge 
and he asked me if I would come out here and run his paper. I ended up coming 
out here and working for him for a year. That was in '85, I guess. And then from 
there I started teaching at the college.
MW: When did you start writing poetry kind of seriously?
AL: I guess when I was in high school. I had a poem published centuries ago, like 
that. My first poem was published in 1963. So, I was a junior in high school.
MW: What drew you to that?
AL: I had an interest in writing, and that interest came from a teacher I had in 
high school who was an Indian. So he turned me on to it.
MW: What do you think you major influence is in your poetry.
AL: I don't know. I guess a part of me thinks we all kind of spring from Emerson 
and the Transcendental tradition. But as far as Indian writers go, I never really 
was influenced by any of them. When I was growing up there weren't that many to 
people to read.
MW: Are you teaching these days?
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AL: No, I'm not. For the past three years I was on a Lila Wallace Reader's Digest 
Fellowship. Each of those three years I worked with the college and teach a one 
week creative writing workshop in the summer, so that's pretty much it.
MW: You got a Wurlitzer out here didn't you.
AL: Yeah, that was years ago, 1974 or '75. I was only out there for two or three 
weeks. I was sick from the altitude there. (Pause) I don't remember much about it, 
really. Going into Taos Pueblo. It's kind of a really quiet place around there. I hear 
it's changed since then.
MW: Yeah. How do you compare Pine Ridge, say culturally. to where you grew 
up like Yerington or Lovelock?
AL: It's the same in a lot of ways. You have the same sort of dynamics. You have 
groups of Indians in the midst of poverty, and then you have the whites in the 
white community, and the two never seem to get along that well. You know, until 
1953 in Nevada they had what they call the Sundown Order. And the Indians had 
to be in off the street by dark. Kind of weird.
MW: What's it like up where you live now?
AL: I'm in a small town, its probably about 1/3 Indian and 2/3 redneck. Its just a 
real rural backwater small town.
MW: Do you see yourself working in some kind of tradition?
AL: That's a hard question. As far as forms go, I don't use any traditional forms. I 
write pretty much in free verse.
MW: You grew up in Nevada. What do you think about the issue of Indian 
gaming?
AL: Oh, my God, that's a can of worms. I think it helps certain tribes. I think on 
some level deep down I'm opposed to it. I grew up in Nevada and I've seen what 
gambling does to you. It's all predicated on taking money from suckers, basically. 
What happens at a lot of these Indian outfits is people come in and don't know 
what they're doing and who are greedy and corrupt. I think one of the problems is 
that down the road even white towns are going to switch over when they see the 
benefits, or potential benefits of gaming. And once they do that, then there's not 
going to be any reason to go to an Indian reservation and gamble. (Pause) I've 
never been a big fan of gambling.
MW: You write about the big issue of alcohol, the firewater world. Do you drink 
anymore?
AL: No, I don't, as a matter of fact. I mean, it's been a problem I've had most of 
my life. I guess a little over 10 years ago I just up and quit. I think about it a lot. I 
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just one day said it comes down to either deciding to live or deciding to die, and I 
guess I decided to live. And in order to do that, I had to quit this shit.
MW: Is that why you moved out of Pine Ridge?
AL: That had something to do with it, yeah. Everybody I knew was drinking.
MW: What would you say are the overriding concerns, themes in your work?
AL: Well, the overall theme in my work is personal survival. I'm writing about 
my life. I guess deep down I sort of fancy myself as speaking for certain kinds of 
people who don't have a voice--for the downtrodden.
MW: How would you differentiate yourself from, say, Sherman Alexie?
AL: Oh, that's a hard question. Sherman's younger than I. He's better looking. 
He's famous, he's made a movie. Oh my God, the poor guy, he's got recognition. 
(Laughter) I'm old enough to be his dad for Christ's sake.
MW: What do you think of the U.S. these days?
AL: Oh, it's here. I try to ignore it if I can. (Pause) This country was founded on 
violence. So its kind of like karma coming back to haunt us, you know. When the 
Spaniards came into the towns here they killed more Indians than Hitler killed 
Jews in his ovens. It's a greater holocaust here than there was in Europe during 
World War II. That's a historical fact. America is a schizophrenic country. On the 
one hand, it purports to be the peace loving center of the universe. On the other 
hand, it's got everything it has from violence from taking and taking.
MW: Yeah, that was a great quote you had in one poem from AP, from somebody 
in Iraq who said, "You're treating us like a bunch of Red Indians." What do you 
think about the bombing going on now in Serbia?
AL: Well, I'd feel a lot better about it if they could get some pilots who knew how 
to fly, and dropped their bombs where they're supposed to. I'd feel better if we 
didn't have a guy like Clinton running the show.
MW: What do you tell your students when you're teaching them to write or 
teaching them English 101?
AL: Number one, learn the basics of grammar. Number two, don't ever think your 
words are carved out of stone. Words can be thrown away. Reused. And when 
you write something, always set it aside and let it age for a while and come back 
to it. And just stick with it. Writing is a career that, except for the very few, offers 
little reward.
MW: Do you write any prose, any fiction?
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AL: I've written two books of fiction. I've had a novel come out in '85 and a 
collection of short stories in '91, "Skins" (Random House). And a collection of 
short stories that came out in '96 was published by the University of Montana. 
(Pause) My more recent books kind of detail my current state of affairs.
MW: What's your current state of affairs?
AL: Oh, just chaos and sadness. I've been contemplating old age a lot. I've got a 
wife who just four years ago came down with early onset of Alzheimers. She's in 
a nursing home down here. (Pause) If you get the chance, there's a book called 
"Ceremonies of the Damned." Check that out if it's around.283
3. Interview with Sherman Alexie
SHERMAN ALEXIE: In 1987, I dropped out of Gonzaga and followed a high 
school girlfriend to Washington State University (it’s called Wazoo). And by 
complete chance, I enrolled in a poetry workshop that changed my life. On the 
first day, the teacher, Alex Kuo, gave me an anthology of contemporary Native 
poetry called Songs from this Earth on Turtle’s Back. There were poems by 
Adrian C. Louis, a Paiute Indian, and one in particular called “Elegy for the 
Forgotten Oldsmobile.” If I hadn’t found this poem, I don’t think I ever would 
have found my way as a writer. I would have been a high school English teacher 
who coached basketball. My life would have taken a completely different 
path.This was the first line of the poem:
Oh, Uncle Adrian, I’m in the reservation of my mind.
I’d thought about medicine. I’d thought about law. I’d thought about business. But 
that line made me want to drop everything and be a poet. It was that earth-
shaking. I was a reservation Indian. I had no options. Being a writer wasn’t 
anywhere near the menu. So, it wasn’t a lightning bolt—it was an atomic bomb. I 
read it and thought, “This is what I want to do.”284
283Wilson, Michael,Speaking the Unspoken: An Interview with Adrian C. Louis, , Native Americas: 
Akwe:kon's Journal of Indigenous Issues, 1996, XIII, 3, pp. 60-61.
284 Staff, Harriet, “I’m in the reservation of my mind: Sherman Alexie’s Early Inspiration”, 
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/harriet/2013/10/im-in-the-reservation-of-my-mind-sherman-
alexies-early-inspiration/
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